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“What is going on?!” I roared, losing my composure. “Give me a report!” 
“We don’t exactly know, Captain,” one of Ulric’s troops sputtered. “We 
sensed mana fluctuations nearby so we scouted around the area; then Head 
Ulric and Esvin slipped and fell down into the crater. Head Ulric was able to 
make it out, but Esvin...” 

“Is that monster still alive?” I asked, taking a step back in case another 
tentacle sprouted out of its body. 
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“No, it’s not.” 

I whipped my head around toward the source of the hoarse voice. The boy 
was now awake. “You!” I raised Stormcrow, pointing it at Arthur. “Did you 
have anything to do with this?” 

The Lance’s hard eyes, his irises nearly glowing with an azure radiance, 
focused on me from beneath his auburn bangs. 

“With the death of that retainer? Yes.” His gaze remained harsh, his voice 
even. “With your soldiers’ deaths? No. That would be because that thing’s 
automatic defense spells are still active even after she’s died.” 

I could feel my cheeks burning in embarrassment—the boy was talking to me 
as if I was a fool. “Why didn’t you help them, then—or warn us?” 

“I’m sorry; did you want me to put up a caution sign?” the boy mocked. 
“Quite frankly, I’m having a hard time staying conscious, let alone warning 
mages who obviously didn’t want to be found.” 

“General Leywin, you were under suspicion for fleeing in battle, but now that 
this new information has come to light, we’ll ask that you come with us so 
we can take you to the Council for further questioning,” I announced, afraid 
to take even a single step, despite Ulric’s reassurance. 

But the boy remained seated against the tree. “Ill go to the castle on my own 
accord. Right now, I have other matters to attend to,” he replied. 

“I’m afraid that’s not possible, General,’ I said through gritted teeth. 
“Information on the enemy leaders is crucial. The Council needs to be 
informed at once.” 

Gathering my wits, I started to make my way toward the boy—steering clear 
of the tentacles’ reach—when the obsidian dragon’s eyes shot open, freezing 
every one of us in our tracks. 

Its shimmering topaz gaze bored directly into me, making my body shrivel 
reflexively. The dragon’s eyes contained a ferocity and wisdom that made 
every mana beast I had bested seem like a plush doll. 

“Take another step if you wish to lose your head,” the dragon rumbled, 
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baring its fangs. 

“T-It speaks!” Brier cried out, stepping back in fear. 

Gripping Stormcrow’s handle tighter to suppress my instinctive desire to 
retreat, I replied, “My apologies, mighty dragon. We have no intention of 
hurting your master. We simply wish to bring him safely to the Council and 
see to it that his wounds are treated.” 

The dragon huffed out air from its snout, almost as if it scoffed at my words. 
“My promise still stands, Captain. Take another step—” 

“Enough,” Arthur cut in as he leaned against the dragon to get to his feet. He 
came toward me with slow steps, but clearly had no intention of stopping. 

He was tall for one his age, standing just a few inches over me, but it felt as 
though he were somehow towering over me. Unconsciously, I stepped out of 
his path as he walked past me without a single word, and made his way down 
to the center of the crater where the tentacle had killed one of my soldiers. 

I cursed in my head—not at him, but at myself for being so ignorant. Only 
now did I begin to realize the gap between me and this boy. 

I stood silently as he trudged carefully down the sloping ground. He came in 
range of the corroding vine, which seemed to be made of some mysterious 
mana, but the tentacle simply froze and shattered on contact. 

The boy approached that puddle, capable of melting even armor and bone, 
and casually placed a foot over it. The acid froze into a solid state, and the 
boy stepped on it and reached up toward the monster. He pulled out a worn 
teal sword and said, “Sylvie, let’s go.” 

The obsidian dragon beat its wings, creating a surge of wind below it. The 
dragon hovered over its master and lowered its tail for him to grab onto. 
Mounted atop the mighty beast, the boy sheathed his sword and peered down 
at me, his look harsh and disapproving. “Get Captain Glory or someone else 
capable to take the retainer’s corpse to the Council.” 

There was a sharp sting to his words that I would have punished anyone else 
for, but I held my tongue. The fear still lingering in me, and the 
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overwhelmingly imposing pressure that he radiated as he gave his 
instructions, made me lose all the remaining confidence I had. 

He truly was a Lance. 

I sheathed my weapon and dropped to one knee. “Yes, General.” 
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COVERT 


Nico, Cecilia, and I remained silent as we sat around the shoddy patio table, 
staring at the words printed on the fabric-like sheet of paper in our hands. 
“We... we got in,” I finally muttered, not taking my eyes off of my 
acceptance letter. “I can’t believe we got in.” 

“Speak for yourself. The only one Cecilia and I were worried about was you, 
Grey,” Nico teased, but even he couldn’t hide his excitement at the news. 

“T can’t believe it either,” Cecilia whispered, her voice trembling. 

“Whoa! Are you crying, Cecilia?” 

“No. I just have something in my eye—that’s all.” 

I finally pried my eyes from the acceptance letter in my hand to see Cecilia 
hurriedly wiping her eyes with the ends of her sleeves, her usually creamy 
cheeks flushed bright red. 

“Congratulations, you three,” Headmaster Wilbeck’s clear voice sounded 
from the entrance to the backyard. 

“Headmaster!” Nico exclaimed, proudly holding his letter up like a trophy for 
her to see. 

“T’ll need to find some spare frames to display those letters,” she said with a 
smile as she walked toward us, then gave each one of us a hug. 

Looking at the gentle smile on her face, a pang of guilt struck my chest. She 
was the woman who had raised me like a son ever since I could remember, 
yet I was selfishly going away to a distant city. “Headmaster... are you sure 
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it’s okay for us to go? I can stay and help out at the orphanage. It’s no big 
deal. I’m no good at studying like Nico and Cecilia anyway; besides, it’s 
expensive and you’re getting old so—ouch!” I yelped, rubbing my stinging 
forehead. 

“T’ll take you to the academy if I have to drag you in your underwear 
myself,” she scolded, her finger curled up, ready to flick me again. “All these 
years of raising a troublemaker like you has finally paid off and you want to 
—what? Stay here? Not on my watch.” 

“Nico is the troublemaker. I just get dragged along!” I protested, raising my 
hands to protect my forehead from the assault. 

“Then I guess Mr. Sever deserves one of these as well,” the headmaster 
declared, flicking my best friend’s forehead with the speed and accuracy of a 
trained soldier. 

“Ow! Grey! What gives?” Nico cried, vigorously rubbing his forehead. 

I heard a soft giggle beside me. Nico and I both snapped our heads around to 
see Cecilia smiling for the first time. 

The two of us stared, wide-eyed and jaws agape. Even the headmaster was 
surprised. 

“Did she finally break?” Nico whispered, leaning close to my ears. 

I stabbed my friend in his side with my elbow, my eyes glued to the strange 
sight of Cecilia laughing. My chest tightened and I felt my face getting hot, 
but only when Cecilia noticed that we were all staring did I realize I was 
blushing, just like she was. 

I quickly turned around and stood up to avoid her gaze, stretching for no 
reason other than to draw attention away from my face. 

Headmaster Wilbeck must have seen through me, because she gave me that 
devious grin that made her look ten years younger. 

“T’d better head back inside, kids. School doesn’t start for a few weeks, but 
make a list of things you’!l need so you don’t forget anything when one of the 
volunteers takes you all to town.” The headmaster made her way back to the 
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sliding door she’d come from, turning around once more before stepping 
inside. “And congratulations again, you three.” 

ARTHUR LEYWIN 

‘We’re drawing near the border.’ 

Sylvie’s voice rang in my head, pulling me out of my slumber. The white 
clouds, still blurry to my tired eyes, slowly came back into focus as I blinked. 
I peered down below, seeing that we’d just passed the Sehz Canal, which 
flowed through Carn and Maybur City and into the western coast. 

How are you feeling? | asked, stretching my sore neck and back with my legs 
dangling off the side at the base of my bond’s neck. 

‘T should ask you the same. I admit using my powers drained me more than I 
had expected but you definitely overexerted yourself,’ Sylvie chided, 
extending her large wings to slow our descent. 

My groan was swept away by the rushing wind. J know. It seems I have a 
ways to go if I want to actually go head-to-head with a Scythe. 

‘We’re both young, time is a luxury that we are fortunate to have. We just 
need to remain careful and not do anything rash... like trying to go up 
against a retainer alone.’ 

I promise not to let that happen again. Besides, you saved the day there at the 
end, | said comfortingly, patting her scaled neck. 

My bond didn’t reply, responding instead with a wave of frustration and 
helplessness. I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t have to. She knew how I felt. 
We landed on the unsettled land just above the border to the Kingdom of 
Darv. The once-damp soil of the forest had turned dry and hard, with cracks 
lining every inch. The trade route that the dwarves and humans used to 
exchange their goods was near the eastern corner of Darv, by the Grand 
Mountains, so there were no visible roads this far out toward the coast. 

“Tt’s still cold,” I grumbled as my cloak billowed in the wind. 

‘You should grow scales like me,’ Sylvie joked as she lowered her body to let 
me down. 
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“I’m just glad I’m still able to muster up enough mana to keep from 
freezing.” I raised my leg and brought it around my bond’s neck, but as soon 
as my legs touched the ground, a sharp pain coursed through my entire lower 
body and sent me crumbling into the dirt. 

‘The injuries in your legs aren’t getting better.’ Sylvie’s voice was wrapped 
in concern and guilt, as if she were the one responsible for my pain. ‘Maybe 
it'd be best if you keep riding me.’ 

“No,” I gasped, willing more mana into my legs as a temporary solution. “If 
my suspicions are correct, we’re going to need to lay low, and we’ve already 
taken a risk of being exposed by riding this far down.” 

‘Very well.’ Sylvie’s large body began glowing as she shifted back into her 
fox-like form. Rather than riding on top of me like usual, she trotted beside 
me. 

“Looks like Lady Myre’s prediction was right,” I said, taking careful steps. 
“Even after being healed with the vivum aether art, my lower body feels like 
it did when I was a newborn.” 

‘Grandmother's control and knowledge of aether in the vivum path is much 
greater than mine. Maybe if she was here...’ Another wave of guilt washed 
over me from my bond as her pointed ears drooped. 

Stop sulking, | chided, picking up the pace as we ventured into the dwarven 
territory. Your grandmother’s warning was rather vague, but I think, with 
some rest, that my assimilated body will begin to heal itself. I should be fine. 

I chose my words with care, trying to hide my lack of confidence, but it was 
obvious that my emotions had leaked into her. The explosion of mana inside 
each of my muscles was so intense, I should have been thankful I was even 
able to walk, but I couldn’t help but be frustrated at how weak I was. Using 
Burst Step, three times no less, had left me with shattered bones and shredded 
muscles, which would have been almost irreparable if not for Sylvie. I 
winced at the mere thought of my mother’s expression if she were to see the 
state I was in... would she—or any emitter—have been able to heal me? 
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Swallowing down the dispiriting thoughts, I surveyed the area. Ahead of me 
was a vast expanse of varying shades of brown and yellow. The scant plant 
life scattered around consisted of either broken branches and shrubs, carried 
by the wind from the forest, or weeds sprouting from the cracks on the 
ground. I made note of the large boulders spread about, in case we needed to 
hide or take cover from the harsh winds, but there were no signs of activity. 
The jagged plains dipped and rose to form ravines. From the books I’d read 
and what Elijah had told me, many of the gullies and ravines strewn across 
the Kingdom of Darv hid entrances to the underground cities where the 
dwarves actually lived. 

I took a deep breath. “Let’s get started.” 

Reaching into the depths of my mana core, where Sylvia’s beast will resided, 
I activated Realmheart once more. 

The familiar sensation washed over me, and my body immediately protested. 
I lurched over to the side and retched out whatever partially-digested food I 
had in my stomach. When that was all gone, I spewed a dark bile. 

My chest heaved and the world spun around me, but fortunately, I was still 
able to maintain Realmheart—which was crucial for this task. 

‘Maybe we should come back next time. With my lineage, I’m almost positive 
I'll inherit Realmheart once my powers fully develop. We can come back then 
and both of us can search—’ 

I shook my head. /t doesn’t work that way. By then, the mana fluctuations 
from the soldiers and the retainer will have equilibrated. The search has to 
be done now. 

‘Equilibrated?’ 

The mana in the atmosphere will return to its original state, | explained, 
turning my attention back to the particles of mana in the vicinity for any signs 
of abnormalities. 

When I had first experienced this perspective while in Realmheart, the 
particles had appeared chaotic—like specks of dust pushed and pulled by 
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even the slightest breeze—but that wasn’t the case. During the short time I 
had spent with Lady Myre, she’d explained to me how mana and aether 
behaved in their natural state. 

Each element of atmospheric mana followed its own pattern. Earth-attribute 
mana remained near the ground, faintly shifting like fine sand rolling down a 
hill. Water- and wind-attribute mana moved similarly, flowing in lazy 
streams, but water particles were much more scarce. Fire-attribute mana was 
scattered throughout, throbbing and pulsing, almost as if it was giving life to 
the planet. 

Aether, however, behaved as if each particle had its own consciousness. 
Some moved alongside the particles of earth, while others congregated 
around the wind- and water-attribute mana, herding them as if they were 
sheep. What Lady Myre had said about aether being the glass that held the 
liquid—this force seemed to interact with mana in a special way. 

Because of the sheer number of Alacryan soldiers that had somehow snuck 
into the Kingdom of Sapin, I had hoped there would be some lingering trails 
of mana fluctuation, but the task of actually singling out minute discrepancies 
in the endless sky of particles proved even harder than I had thought. 

To make this task even more difficult, I had to limit my use of mana to 
nothing more than strengthening my body. The very act of absorbing mana 
from the atmosphere would create fluctuations that would interfere; I 
wouldn’t be able to tell my mana use from the Alacryan’s. 

Taking long strides, Sylvie and I skirted one of the rock formations along the 
border between Sapin and Darv. Luckily, the soldiers hadn’t been able to 
hide their trail in the forest. Sylvie was able to find where they had moved, 
but in this rocky desert, where the wind constantly wiped all sign of activity, 
I was left with the cumbersome task of locating traces of mana fluctuations. 
After an hour had passed, Sylvie finally lost her patience. 

‘Shouldn’t we be making our way toward the coast for signs of Alacryan 
ships? I don’t understand why we’re wasting time here. If anything, you 
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should be getting rest, not wandering through this miserable desert.’ 

I thought you were able to read my mind, | quipped, turning my head away 
from a strong blast of sandy wind. 

‘That’s not how it works. It’s mostly emotions that come through, and very 
basic thoughts. Right now I feel a strong sense of suspicion coming from you, 
but other than that—’ 

I found something. I nearly said it aloud as I came to an abrupt halt. I had 
been looking at the sky this whole time, but I hadn’t noticed anything odd 
until I spotted a dark spot on the ground. A thin layer of dry sand covered it, 
but there was an undeniable small puddle of moist earth. 

Dropping to my knees, I rubbed the wet dirt between my fingers just to make 
sure. I looked up at the sky once more and finally spotted what was missing. 
There was an absence of water-attribute mana in the vicinity of the moist soil. 
‘What’s going on?’ Sylvie chimed, staring at the dirt in my hand. 

Looks like someone got thirsty, | replied. 

Surveying the area, I found more patches where the atmosphere was devoid 
of water-attribute mana. Following this faint trail, we headed southeast, away 
from the coast, until we arrived at the edge of a narrow ravine. 

Come on. Let’s go down. 

We carefully climbed down the steep slope, the whistling wind masking all 
other sounds. At the bottom of the ravine, the faint trail of missing water- 
attribute mana disappeared—but it didn’t matter. 

“Damn it,” I muttered softly, peering down the cliff. “I was actually hoping 
I’d be wrong.” 

‘Your suspicion... don’t tell me...’ A wave of realization emanated from my 
bond as she felt the rumble of the hollow ground beneath us. 

Yup. I’m still only eighty percent sure, but I strongly suspect that the 
Alacryan army we fought got into Dicathen with the dwarves’ help. 
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DOWN WITHIN 


THERE WERE radical implications if the dwarves were really allied with the 
Alacryans, but regardless of my hunch, I needed to make sure I wasn’t being 
overly suspicious. 

It took me another hour or so to locate one of the hidden entrances to the 
dwarves’ underground kingdom—and even that was only possible with the 
help of Realmheart. I carefully ran my fingers along the faint crease, 
camouflaged to look like an ordinary crack in the steep cliff. 

‘Your breathing is strained,’ Sylvie noted from inside my cloak. 

It’s fine. I just used Realmheart for too long, that’s all, | replied as I stared 
down at my arms. Without the golden runes etched into my skin, and now 
that my vision had returned to normal, I realized how pale my body had 
become. It wasn’t the creamy sort of pale that girls wished for, but the sickly 
kind of pale that made you worry for your wellbeing. 

‘T feel like I shouldn’t need to remind you, but you do know that there is a 
concept called “moderation,” which works wonders on both mind and body, 
don’t you?’ 

Ignoring my bond’s nagging, I pushed at the concealed entrance once more. 
Despite the mana I added to strengthen my body, the earthen door still 
refused to move. 

There should be some sort of way to open it. I’m definitely missing 
something. I continued sliding my hands, which were surrounded in earth- 
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attribute mana, across the length of the hidden door. 

‘Maybe you need to be a dwarf to be allowed to enter,’ Sylvie mused. 

No. I highly doubt that there’s a specific mana signature that only dwarves 
can have, besides perhaps the occasional deviants, and if entry were based 
on the manipulation of deviant mana, more than eighty percent of their 
population wouldn’t be able to get in through their own doors. No, there has 
to be a different—I think I got it! 

I quickly kneeled, sending Sylvie tumbling out of my cloak at the sudden 
movement. 

You may not need to be a dwarf, but a dwarf definitely built this, so I should 
act as if I were one. I ran my hands over the rocky wall once more, pushing 
aside the shrub that covered much of the bottom half of the hidden door. 

‘Ah, the height!’ she exclaimed, her excited voice ringing in my head as she 
climbed atop my shoulder. 

After several minutes of searching for the handle—or button, lever; anything 
—to open the lock mechanism, I finally found it. About two and a half feet 
from the ground, near the ridge of the door, my left hand sank into the cliff. 
At first, it felt like I had accidentally touched some sort of sap or glue-like 
substance, but when I increased the output of mana into my hand, the 
viscosity of the wall changed. 

As I played around with the unique mechanism of this door, I realized that it 
wasn’t about how much earth-attribute mana you put into your hand, but the 
precise pattern of mana levels you invoked as you inserted your hand deeper 
into the hidden lock. I needed to find the right combination of mana output 
levels to successfully unlock this entrance. 

Every time I guessed the output level wrong and attempted to push my hand 
deeper into the lock-hole, the earth surrounding my hand turned more 
viscous, pushing my hand out of the lock. 

“Damn it,” I cursed under my breath after the twentieth failed attempt. Half- 
tempted to blow open the door, I took a deep breath and released Realmheart 
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once more. 
Immediately, a searing pain flooded out of my core and into my body and 
limbs. I buckled and fell to my knees with a series of intense coughs. I didn’t 
just vomit food and bile this time, but blood as well. 

A wave of distress and concern washed out of Sylvie. 

I swear, if you say anything about moderation again... 

‘Let’s just get this mission over with. Then you can get some rest,’ she 
replied. 

With a feeble nod, I tried to put weight on my legs and prop myself back up, 
only to end up flat on my back. With the little mana I had spent on 
maintaining Realmheart, I rescinded the mana I’d coalesced into my legs to 
save for unlocking the entrance. 

I could feel my bond’s emotions once again as she peered down at me. 
Staying silent, Sylvie helped me into a sitting position, using her head to push 
me back up. 

Taking breaths felt like I was swallowing needles, but I was thankful that I 
could even activate Realmheart again. Wasting no time, I focused on the area 
where the keyhole was, my hand barely reaching it with Sylvie’s help. Using 
the last bit of mana that I’d saved, I willed earth-attribute mana into my hand. 
Immediately, I could see the fluctuations of mana particles gathering around 
the concealed keyhole. When I willed the correct amount of mana into my 
hand, the particles lit up and dispersed. I was able to put my hand further into 
the hole without fear that I’d have to start over. 

I bet you dragons never thought of using Realmheart for things like this, | 
said, grimacing as my hand submerged into the wall, now up to my forearm. 
‘Things like unlocking a door? No, that’d be beneath us,’ she grunted. 
Situations call for adaptation, my furry little dragon, | retorted, tugging on 
the handle buried deep within the lock mechanism of the concealed door. 
With a satisfying click, the earthen wall rumbled before sliding open. 

Sylvie was still propping my broken body up; I turned and shot her a proud 
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wink. 

‘T get embarrassed at the thought of ever referring you as “‘papa.”’ Even in 
her furry little fox form, there was a palpable sense of mockery as she rolled 
her eyes. 

Hey, you were the one who hatched for me. Withdrawing Realmheart, I 
wiped at the trail of blood that ran from the corner of my mouth and down 
my chin, then reallocated my miniscule mana into my legs once more. 
Working with a single-digit percentage of my mana barely allowed me the 
luxury of using my mangled legs—even standing was an arduous task. 

Using the wall as a support, I got up and spared no time heading down the 
narrow corridor. The passageway was about five feet wide and the ceiling 
scraped the top of my head even when I hunched; it was more like a crude 
tunnel than an actual hallway. Fortunately, there were candles casting a dim 
light inside little cubbyholes dug into either side of the walls. Without the 
need to use mana for anything other than strengthening my legs, I was able to 
take advantage of this brief down-time to use Mana Rotation to replenish my 
empty core. 

I could feel the heat from the candles, but after venturing through the harsh, 
sandy winds, I wholeheartedly welcomed it. I stuck to the left side of the 
hallway, partly to be somewhat hidden and also because I desperately needed 
the support. I leaned against the jagged wall as I walked down the small 
slope. Meanwhile, Sylvie trotted carefully a few steps ahead, checking and 
testing anything remotely suspicious to be sure there were no hidden traps. 

‘Is this really a good idea? You’re in no state for battle if we happen to 
encounter an enemy. I’m limited to what I can do in this form and even if we 
do see that the dwarves are allied with the Alacryans, what can we do?’ My 
bond bombarded me with questions as we slowly made our way down the 
hallway. 

It’s not a good idea, but we need to do this, I replied seriously. You ’re right; I 
can't fight, and there aren’t many places to hide if we do run into someone, 
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but we can’t waste time recovering. If I’m right, even if I can’t gather proof, I 
know at least Virion and Aldir will listen to me. 

‘Fine, but our arrangement still stands. The moment we run into trouble, I’m 
breaking these walls and we’re getting out of here.’ 

Sure, I agreed. We proceeded down the dimly lit hallway until something 
luminescent—something that wasn’t a candle—appeared in the distance. 
Exchanging glances, my bond and I made our way toward the light. 

The tunnel curved slightly as we got closer to the still light, and my ears were 
able to pick up distant echoes of sounds. The sounds grew louder as we 
continued down the tunnel, but there were too many things going on at once 
for me to pick apart specific sounds. There were conversations and echoes, 
and multiple sharp footfalls, as well as the clanging of metal. Finally, after a 
few more minutes of steady staggering, the exit of the tunnel lay just ahead. 
With my back against the wall, I sidestepped toward the exit, careful not to 
accidentally kick any pebbles or create any other noise that might alarm any 
guards who might be around the corner. Sensing no signs of activity just 
outside the tunnel, Sylvie and I shuffled quickly to the edge of the exit, where 
a curtain of shadow hid us from any prying eyes. 

We gazed blankly at the magnitude of what we had stumbled onto. The 
hallway opened up into an enormous cavern with a domed ceiling so flawless 
that, for a second, I doubted that we were still underground. Rather than 
candles, massive torches lined the walls, revealing just how large the cavern 
actually was and who was within. 

I let loose a string of curses in my head as I peered down. In the center of the 
cavern floor—roughly two stories down—was a massive teleportation gate 
surrounded by dwarves, and steadily trickling out from the shimmering gate 
were Alacryan troops. 

Before I was able to get a closer look at what was going on, the sound of 
footsteps made me turn back. The massive cavern was like a beehive, with 
dozens of tunnels uniformly dotting the wall. Staircases carved of stone lined 
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the walls, each one leading to a different tunnel, and approaching the tunnel 
that Sylvie and I had come through was a platoon of Alacryan soldiers. 

T’m getting us out of here,’ my bond stated, her body already beginning to 
glow. 

Not yet! Focusing on an entrance to another tunnel several yards away, I 
managed to will a few rocks to dislodge. I immediately heard the flurry of 
movement as the platoon whirled around, weapons and armor clanking. 
Seizing the opportunity, I picked up my bond and held her tightly against my 
chest. Flattening myself against the corner of the entrance and wall as much 
as possible, I mustered more of the mana I had gathered on our way here and 
willed a curtain of rock from the wall to surround us. 

“Just a loose rock. Let’s go,” the soldier leading the platoon grunted. 

Hold your breath, | ordered Sylvie as I activated Mirage Walk. Coalescing 
the atmospheric mana around us to hide our presence was a technique I 
hadn’t needed to use since coming back to Dicathen, but in this situation— 
where enemy mages would be marching just inches away from us—I didn’t 
want to take any chances. 

Inside the coffin of earth, I was surrounded by complete darkness. I could 
hear the synchronized steps of the soldiers as they went past us, their 
deliberate footfalls echoing against the tunnel walls. They were so close I 
could hear the hushed conversation of the soldiers. 

“When do you think we’ll go back home?” one voice murmured. 

“Why? Miss your family already?” a husky voice mocked. “Just focus on 
racking some achievements through this war. Your blood will be thankful if 
you can finally afford to move them out of that little hut you call a home.” 
“Great Vritra, shut up back there,” a gruff voice bellowed. “Shut your mouths 
and march or your whole team is going to be on night watch.” 

I was fascinated by their conversation. Their way of talking was similar to 
ours, but certain terms—like ‘blood’ and ‘Great Vritra’—I had to guess at by 
their context. This got me thinking: How can two different continents that 
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had almost no contact with each other have languages so eerily similar? 
‘Grandfather told me it was due to the asura’s intervention,’ my bond 
chimed in, her voice tense even in my head. ‘Asuras often sent 
representatives to secretly help advance Alacrya and Dicathen when needed. 
He said they would take the form of a lesser being, albeit an exceptionally 
smart one, and help them progress through the centuries.’ 

Sort of like how you asuras granted us the artifacts way back then? | asked. 
‘Yup. Except that, apparently, we had been doing it long before then. The 
artifacts were supposedly a drastic change, something the asuras chose to do 
to keep the lessers from going extinct.’ 

I see, | pondered. It was scary to think that perhaps the geniuses of my old 
world had actually been deities sent from above to help us survive and 
progress. 

As the minutes slowly trickled by, the discomfort of our situation built 
toward agony. We took only shallow, inaudible breaths, and even then I 
could feel the oxygen in our conjured stone coffin diminish, as there were no 
cracks to provide breathable air. It quickly became almost unbearably stifling 
and hot, enhancing the suffocating feeling. I tried to focus solely on keeping 
up Mirage Walk to hide us from anyone with a keen sense of mana, but 
nearly lost my hold on the spell when a loud thump shook the crevice we 
were enclosed in. 

“What are you doing?” a soldier whispered impatiently. 

The earthen crevice shook once more as something hit the wall I had 
conjured. 

T’m ready to fight. Just stay behind me,’ my bond informed me, her voice 
dropping to a fierce growl in my mind. 

Just hold still, | snapped, trying to keep my heart from bursting out of my 
ribcage. 

“This end of the entrance was different from the other side,” another soldier 
replied, hesitantly. “And it sounded a bit hollow when I hit it.” 
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There was a brief pause and I was afraid they might investigate further, but, 
to my relief, his comrade just scoffed. 

“Merciful Vritra. I know you’re green but don’t hold the others back just 
because you see something weird. We’re on a different continent.” 

I held in a grateful sigh as the marching steps resumed, slowly subsiding as 
they made their way up the tunnel we had come down through. 

After I felt sure the soldiers had all passed by and no one else was coming, I 
opened a tiny hole to survey our surroundings. Only after another few 
minutes did I revoke my spell. 

‘We got what we came here for. Now let’s go back to tell Virion so you can 
get some rest and heal your wounds,’ Sylvie pleaded. 

Yeah, let’s go, I agreed. Even with Sylvie’s unique healing techniques using 
aether, my legs were on the verge of collapsing, and the only rest I had gotten 
was when I'd briefly passed out on her back on our way here. 

I was already contemplating the best way to break this critical news to Virion 
and Aldir, and thinking of the precautions I would need to take just in case 
things went south and I needed to fight against the two dwarven Lances. 
Preparing to leave, I glanced back at the domed-ceilinged cavern—when 
suddenly the Alacryan soldiers there all kneeled, facing the transportation 
gate. 

After confronting two retainers and even defeating one, I’d thought I’d be 
prepared to face a Scythe. Even with the suspicion that the dwarves were 
betraying Dicathen, I was confident we would be able to win this war. But 
when that dark, horned figure stepped out of that gate, I was shaken right 
down to my mana core. Being here, barely standing on my own two feet, I 
felt like a gnat staring at an oncoming hurricane. I felt despair. 
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HEALING PROCEDURE 


THE MYSTERIOUS FIGURE Cast a suffocating pressure throughout the cavern as 
it stepped out of the gate. Even Sylvie, who had been so eager to leave, was 
frozen stiff as she helplessly peered down at the sight below. 

This oppressive aura had come from a girl that looked no older in appearance 
than Tessia. She possessed elegant features—dark eyes and a thin frame 
underneath a fur-trimmed robe of midnight black—yet even amongst a crowd 
of dwarves, she appeared small and petite. It was her horns, most of all, that 
set her apart, however. 

The horns I’d seen on all of the other Vritra so far had looked menacing—as 
if they were part beast—but the two spikes protruding from above the 
creature’s temples and veering back toward the crown of her skull exuded a 
sense of prestige and regality, like a tiara placed gently on her head. Unlike 
the murky black horns I’d seen up until now, this Vritra’s obsidian horns all 
but glowed like precious stones, contrasting starkly against her pearl-colored 
mane, which flowed back past a set of narrow shoulders. 

The Vritra indifferently surveyed her surroundings, and I was able to catch a 
quick glimpse of her face before I retreated back behind the entrance of the 
tunnel, fearful that the Vritra would be able to sense me even with Mirage 
Walk activated. There was something beautiful about her. Terrible, but 
beautiful. 

After a few seconds, I mustered up the courage to look down once more. 
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“Lady Seris?” A confused, barrel-chested Alacryan soldier greeted her, but 
remained genuflected in front of the crowd of kneeling dwarves. 

“Where is Cylrit?” the female Vritra asked coolly, facing one of the many 
Alacryan soldiers surrounding the gate and the kneeling dwarves. 

The female soldier Lady Seris had acknowledged immediately rose to her 
feet. “Commander Cylrit is currently stationed near the northern coast of 
Sapin, awaiting you before he begins his attack, Lady Seris.” 

“Very well. Let us depart.” Her soft voice spread like a cold breeze, sending 
shivers down my back despite the distance between us. 

“Yes, Lady Seris!” The female soldier saluted, instructing her troops to 
follow the dainty Vritra. 

As she walked past the soldier who had first called out her name in surprise, 
he spoke. “Forgive my rudeness, Lady Seris, but what of the new Scythe? I 
was instructed to take him to Commander Uto.” 

There was a moment of silence as everyone in the vicinity anxiously shifted 
glances between Lady Seris and the large soldier. She peered down at him 
with a cold, emotionless gaze before finally speaking. “He’s not ready. 
Melzri and Viessa are still working on him.” 

“T see,” the soldier replied, his shoulders visibly relaxing. “My apologies for 
wasting your time.” 

By her speech, it was obvious that she herself was a Scythe, but a part of me 
didn’t want to believe it—that such a being, comparable even to an asura, 
was an opponent I would ultimately have to face. Not to mention, it appeared 
that number of Scythes we had to worry about had increased. 

‘Another Scythe?’ Sylvie echoed, her voice filled with worry. 

Come on, let’s get out of here. Now that a Scythe had entered the war, I had 
to get this information back up to the castle quickly. 

I took one last quick glance at the Scythe named Seris—just as she looked 
back over her shoulder as well. 

For a split second, her gaze passed by the tunnel where we’d been hiding and 
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our eyes met. 

Her gaze eventually swept past me but in that flashing moment, her cold eyes 
had locked onto me with the focus of a predator. 

There was no doubt about it: She knew I was here. 

My body stiffened as if every ounce of blood in it had congealed. My hands 
grew clammy and my heartbeat rose to the point where I feared the entire 
cavern would hear it thundering in my chest. Yet she turned back and 
continued up the stairs, displaying the same curt manner as before—unfazed 
and uncaring. 

‘What’s wrong?’ 

I stood still, afraid to move. Only after the Scythe had left the cavern did I 
release my breath. J think she saw me. 

Feeling my apprehension, Sylvie knew I wasn’t joking, which made her all 
the more restless. ‘Vow can we leave? Or do you want to wait until the rest of 
the Alacryan army knows we’re here?’ 

Yeah. Let’s go, | thought wryly. 

Exiting the tunnel, we were greeted by the ever-present desert wind. Sylvie 
and I had agreed to hold off on flying until we’d reached the forest on the 
border of Sapin and Darv. However, after a mile of careful trekking, I had 
succumbed to a fit of shivers. Constantly using Mirage Walk, in case nearby 
Alacryan soldiers sensed my mana fluctuations, had drained my meager 
reserves. Using the rest of the mana to strengthen my legs left me with only 
my cloak to protect me from the sharp, sand-embedded winds. 

It’s been a while since I’ve been this cold. | clenched my jaw to keep my 
teeth from chattering. Leaning my back against a boulder for temporary 
shelter from the wind, I wrapped my cloak tightly around me. 

Just a little more. We’re almost there. Should I use aether once more?’ my 
bond asked as she gazed up at me in my pitiful state. 

No. I can barely keep Mana Rotation active in this state. Using aether might 
set off the soldiers, or worse, the Scythe. 
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‘Okay.’ She pressed against my leg to do what she could to keep me just a 
little warmer, and we stayed still for a brief moment until the wind died down 
just a bit. 

After painstakingly walking back toward the forest, zigzagging from one 
boulder to another in case of any Alacryan soldiers hidden from the faint light 
of the crescent moon, I almost broke into tears at the shadowed figures of 
trees in the distance. 

When we entered the forest the wind died down significantly, and in just a 
few minutes—despite it being the same temperature—my body slowly began 
to thaw. 

‘Let’s rest here for a bit,’ Sylvie said, pointing with her snout at a nearby 
hollow log. 

We should... get back to the castle, | replied, my eyelids growing heavier 
with each word. 

My bond nudged me toward the log. ‘We need to put some more distance 
between us and the soldiers ahead anyway. Just a one-hour nap. At this rate, 
you Il freeze without mana to protect you while flying. ’ 

There was a comforting power to her words that seemed to drain the rest of 
what little energy I had left. Suddenly overcome by a wave of fatigue, I 
stumbled into the hollow log. My consciousness slowly faded into darkness, 
and the last thing I witnessed was Sylvie dropping a mouthful of leaves on 
top of me for warmth. 

Despite my feeble state, deep sleep eluded me. I was still tense about being 
out in harm’s way with so little strength to protect myself and the recent turn 
of events, and my mind worked overtime to stay at least half-conscious. 

After about an hour of resting, Sylvie and I climbed out from the comfort of 
our blanket of leaves and departed. I no longer needed to use mana to 
strengthen my legs while riding Sylvie, so I was able to protect myself from 
the prevailing winds. 

Aside from the howling gales, the journey back to the castle was silent. 
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Conversation was almost nonexistent between us, as we had both become lost 
in our own thoughts. 

Now that we knew the dwarves were aiding the Alacryan forces, this war had 
gotten exponentially more complicated. It wasn’t as simple as us versus them 
now. There was still the possibility that only a single faction of the dwarves 
were aiding our enemy, but if Rahdeas—Elijah’s foster guardian, and now 
leader of the dwarves—had something to do with this, then that meant we 
were potentially down two Lances. 

Assuming the worst, the only positive in all this was that Rahdeas was still 
acting as if he were on our side. This meant that he either had more to gain 
from being a double agent, or that he wasn’t confident enough to openly defy 
the rest of the Council. 

‘We’re here,’ Sylvie announced. 

Looking up, I could see the castle, floating amidst the layers of clouds. 
Dotted around the large structure on all sides were soldiers mounted on flying 
mana beasts. The sun shone directly above, casting shadows on the sea of 
clouds below the castle and flying guards. It was an awe-inspiring sight—for 
anyone who had never visited, it would surely have made their jaws drop— 
but for me, all I could think about was getting inside and hibernating on the 
first comfortable surface I came across. 

Most people entered through teleportation gates, so when we approached, the 
guards immediately gathered between us and the castle. Weapons glowed 
brightly, held at the ready, as the bonds the soldiers were riding also prepared 
for battle. However, once we got close enough for the soldiers to make out 
who we were, they formed two lines, creating an aerial path for Sylvie and 
me to follow into the entrance. 

“General Leywin!” The guards saluted in unison from atop their flying 
beasts. We made our way up the pathway, and the double doors—which 
towered over even Sylvie—slowly creaked open just ahead. 

It was obvious that Captain Auddyr had already arrived, since there was a 
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team of medics and emitters waiting for me in the landing chamber, having 
been instructed to remain there until I returned. Some of them were casually 
playing cards, but as soon as the large double doors opened, they all dropped 
what they were doing and immediately prepared to treat me. 

The area quickly burst into a flurry of activity with indecipherable noises 
bombarding my ears from every corner of the large room. By the time Sylvie 
landed, the medics had already brought over a contraption similar to a 
gurney. 

“I’m okay,” I croaked, my voice barely audible. “Let me talk to Virion first.” 
“Strap him in and don’t let him walk,” Sylvie rumbled, startling everyone in 
the room—including me. My bond had always refrained from talking to 
anyone but me, and even then she preferred to communicate telepathically. 
Taken aback by her sudden commands, I complied with Sylvie’s wishes and 
allowed myself to be carried on the gurney, while both medics and emitters 
began examining me. My bond transformed into her fox-like form, and 
trotted along beside me as they moved me from the landing chamber to a 
proper medical facility. 

It didn’t take long for the medics to determine where my injuries were; in 
fact, I heard one of the medics suggest that it would probably be easier to list 
the parts of my body that weren ’t damaged. 

That was always reassuring. 

Coming from a place and time that was more technologically advanced, I had 
always looked down on the medical field in this world—but it turned out I 
had underestimated it. What this world couldn’t achieve through technology, 
they made up for with magic. Teams of deviant mages, all specialists in the 
medical field, were waiting for me as I was pushed into a large square room 
with vaulted ceilings. 

As time trickled by, I could feel my injuries and deprivations catching up to 
me. The adrenaline that had been keeping me able was dwindling, and it felt 
like my limbs had turned into lead weights. I struggled to stay awake as the 
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medics and emitters carefully probed my body. 

After another round of preliminary examinations, an elderly mage entered the 
room. The thick, square-jawed mage introduced himself as Mendul, and said 
he was a deviant capable of using mana to adjust and fine-tune his vision so 
that he could perceive the individual layers of any living thing’s body. 
Whether it was the skeletal, muscular, or even nervous system, he was able to 
see them all. 

Mendul scanned my body, using an ink pen to draw directly on my skin in 
dozens of places as he took notes, while I focused all my efforts on staying 
conscious. 

“Where’s Commander Virion?” I asked after Mendul had finished marking 
up my body like some sort of map. 

“My apologies, General Arthur. Commander Virion is currently away from 
the castle,” said a thin, middle-aged man dressed in a pale green robe. 
Judging by how he had been coordinating the actions of the medics, emitters, 
and other deviants in the room, I assumed he was the head of the medical 
team here. While I’d normally be a bit more courteous to the man in charge 
of healing me, a tone of impatience slipped out when I spoke. “He’s away? 
Where? When’s he going to be back?” 

“He did not say,” the man replied apologetically. “I saw him leave with 
Captain Auddyr and Captain Glory, along with General Aya.” 

I sank further down into the elevated bed they had moved me to, careful not 
to keep my eyes closed for too long lest I slip into slumber. If Virion had left 
with Auddyr and Vanesy, and had taken a Lance with him, they were most 
likely going back to the forest near the southern border of Sapin, where I had 
defeated the retainer. 

The sense of dread I had felt while looking down upon the Vritra Scythe 
crept through me, raising gooseflesh across my exposed skin. They might run 
into the Alacryan platoon that was marching up north. Worse, that Scythe 
might try to find the retainer I killed. 
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T’m not too worried about the Scythe, since she seemed to be headed in a 
different direction, but you’re right about the platoon,’ my bond replied. 
Maybe you should go and warn them. 

‘And leave you here alone? After finding out that the dwarves are allied with 
the Vritra? Has your brain left you?’ 

I took a quick glance around the room. There were elves as well as dwarves 
working alongside the human medics, all busily preparing tools and 
medicines. 

Damn it, | thought, knowing she was right. Fine. I guess we can only pray for 
their safety. 

‘Virion has a Lance with him, after all. Don’t try to handle everything alone. 
They'll be fine without you,’ she comforted me. ‘T’// be right here, making 
sure these medics aren’t doing anything suspicious. Just rest and focus on 
healing.’ 

“What about Aldir?” I asked the head medic hopefully. 

“Once again, I’m sorry.” He dipped his head. “Only Commander Virion 
knows the whereabouts of Lord Aldir. I, myself, have only seen him once— 
very briefly.” 

I heaved a sigh of frustration as the last ounce of strength left me. “It’s fine. 
So what’s the plan here? Were you able to come up with a diagnosis for my 
injuries?” 

The head medic turned to Mendul, who stepped forward and looked down at 
his notes before speaking. “General Arthur, your injuries are unique in how 
complex they are. To be frank, it’s only because of your assimilated body and 
the level of your mana core that you’re even able to remain conscious. Even 
so, I can’t help but say I’m surprised to see you so lively—all things 
considered, of course.” 

I managed to shift my gaze to look down at Sylvie, who was sitting on the 
floor beside my bed. I have you to thank for that. 

‘You're welcome,’ she replied curtly. ‘Although I fear I'll have to do this 
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again in the future.’ 

I shot my bond a weak grin before looking back to Mendul. “So what will the 
treatment be?” 

The deviant shifted uncomfortably as he stroked his short beard. “The 
injuries to your legs and lower body have healed, but not perfectly. For you 
to be able to walk without the use of mana, we’re going to have to, very 
precisely, break your bones and tear your tissues in very small increments, 
then guide them to heal properly.” 

Prying open my tired eyes, I locked gazes with the head medic, who had been 
silently waiting for further instructions. Whether because I was so desperate 
to be in full health again or because I had undergone countless surgeries after 
battles during my time as a king in my previous world, my mind was at 
peace. 

I gave Sylvie one last meaningful glance before closing my eyes. In these 
circumstances—anyone in this room could potentially harm me—I was 
thankful to have her with me. 

“Go ahead.” 

“Yes, General Arthur!” The thin medic nodded vigorously. “Rest assured; 
upon hearing news of your condition from Captain Auddyr, Commander 
Virion spared no effort in gathering the most elite mages of all three races to 
restore you to full strength.” 

“T’m in your hands.” At my whispered words, the mages and medics in the 
room immediately bowed. 

“Seldia, you’re up,” Mendul barked. 

A young female elf approached me, giving me a gentle smile. She extended 
her hand, pressing on my forehead with one finger. “Excuse me for the 
intrusion.” 

As she closed her eyes, a soothing wave radiated from her fingertip into my 
head and down the rest of my body. My eyes fell shut as a gentle blanket of 
darkness wrapped around me. 
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161 





WHY ARE YOU CRYING? 


““WHERE TO NEXT, Nico?” I asked, cheerfully swinging the plastic bags filled 
with school supplies by my side. 

“We still have to pick up our uniforms, right?” Cecilia answered, cradling a 
textbook in her arms as if it were a baby. 

“It hasn’t been two hours yet since we got ourselves measured. We’ll make 
that our last stop,” Nico replied. He looked down at his little notepad. “We 
need to buy backpacks and calculators.” 

The three of us strolled casually down the city sidewalk. The streets were old 
and crooked, with paving stones that wobbled and shifted out of place from 
the weight of passing pedestrians. Dull buildings towered over us, blending in 
with the murky gray sky. A recent rain shower had replaced the usually 
grimy stench of the area with a fresh, earthy smell, while puddles had 
gathered in the dips and potholes of the neglected streets. 

Arcastead was by no means a pleasant or appealing city. Yet, at this moment, 
everything around me was at least bearable. From the homeless people 
lurking behind the trash bins in back alleys to the scowling soldiers 
threatening to arrest any passerby who accidentally bumped into them, the 
usual sights—and everything about this place that I hated so much— 
somehow seemed charming. 

The sun had fallen by the time we finished purchasing all the supplies we 
needed to start our new lives as students. As we headed toward the outskirts 
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of Arcastead, both the patrolling soldiers and street lights became scarcer, 
keeping us on our toes. Nico and I knew the area well enough to outrun any 
potential thieves or kidnappers, but having Cecilia with us made the walk 
back to the orphanage all the more tense. 

“Are you excited to go to school, Cecilia?” Nico asked quietly, hoping to fill 
in the tense silence. 

Her brows furrowed in thought but she ultimately nodded, with a smile that 
had become more frequent as of late. “I’m nervous and scared, but yes.” 

I was about to chime in when a faint rustle drew my attention. Pretending to 
be digging through the plastic bag of school supplies, I took a peek behind us 
and saw a shadow flit into an alleyway. 

“right, Grey?” Nico nudged my arm. 

“Huh?” I looked up at him. 

“Sheesh, don’t space out on us,” Nico admonished. “I know we’ve been 
through this area hundreds of times, but it’s still dangerous to be 
daydreaming like that.” 

Scratching the back of my head, I smiled sheepishly. “My bad.” 

“And I was just telling Cecilia that we’ll be there in case anything happens to 
her,” Nico said. 

Walking on the other side of Nico, Cecilia giggled, and I heard another faint 
noise. 

A shiver ran down my spine. I could feel my heart pound against my ribcage 
as if trying to break free. Suddenly, I was all too conscious of my breathing— 
the same shallow, ragged breathing I’d heard so many times in movies when 
the main character was scared. 

I was afraid. I didn’t know of what, but my instincts were telling me to run— 
to get out of here. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw something move—fast, just a twinkle 
against the flickering street light—and once again, the world seemed to slow 
down around me. 
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I lunged sideways, knocking Nico and Cecilia into the grimy street. 

“Run!” I roared as I heard the click of another projectile being loaded from 
the shadows. 

Although startled and confused, Nico was able to gather his wits. 
Abandoning his bags, he pulled our disoriented friend into the nearby 
alleyway. 

It felt as if someone else was taking control of my body as I instinctively 
dipped down and picked up Cecilia’s textbook. I raised the thick hardbound 
book up to my chest, just as the force of the projectile sent me staggering 
back. 

I glanced down quickly and saw a syringe-like object embedded into the 
textbook. The dart contained a clear liquid that quickly oozed into the pages 
of the book. 

It wasn’t a bullet. I knew that for sure. Then a memory of my trip to the zoo 
with Headmaster Wilbeck sprang to mind. It was one of those needles they 
shot at animals in order to make them fall asleep. 

Yanking the needle out of the textbook, I followed Nico and Cecilia into the 
narrow alleyway. 

A gruff voice barked out orders from behind me. “After them! I don’t care 
what you do with the boys, just keep the girl alive.” 

“Keep running!” My voice echoed off the worn stone walls as I ran, ducking 
under the rusted fire escape ladders and vaulting over trash bins. 

It didn’t take me long to catch up to my friends, which meant the crooks 
behind us would soon reach us. 

Nico was fine, but there were trails of blood running down his legs and arms 
from scrapes and scratches he’d gotten while running. I knocked down metal 
trash cans and discarded boxes, throwing anything hard I could get my hands 
on at the pursuers in a desperate attempt to slow them down. 

“They’re... going to... catch up,” Nico wheezed. He was running out of 
breath. 
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“Why are they after us?” Cecilia panted. She was exerting all her energy and 
focus into not tripping over anything. 

I shook my head. Other than what the man had said, I had no idea. “Nico, do 
you still have that glove on you?” 

“T should—wait, you’re not seriously—” 

“Can you think of any other way?” I said, cutting him off, my voice laced 
with impatience. 

At Nico’s signal, we veered left into a narrow alley. Our pursuers’ footfalls 
were growing louder as they gained on us. 

Grudgingly, Nico dug through his jacket pockets. After finding the glove, he 
reached out to give it to me, but Cecilia snatched it out of his hand. 

“Cecilia?” Nico exclaimed. 

“T-P ll do it,” Cecilia stammered, putting on the fuzzy black glove. 
Dumbfounded by the girl’s sudden courage, I nearly tripped over a pile of 
discarded clothes. “It’s too dangerous. And you still can’t control your ki!” 
“We heard what that man yelled earlier,’ Cecilia huffed. “They aren’t 
allowed to kill me, right?” 

I looked to Nico for assistance, but he couldn’t come up with an argument 
either. 

Cursing under my breath, I tightened my grip around the syringe in my hand. 
“Fine. Nico, got a plan?” 

My friend’s eyes narrowed the way they always did when he was thinking. 
“We make a right over there,” he ordered softly. 

I looked back over my shoulder; two pursuers dressed in black were less than 
twenty feet away from us. 

We turned sharply into a wide back alley behind an old restaurant. I had 
expected that we would keep running, but Nico pulled me back by my sleeve. 
“Cecilia, fall on your belly like you just tripped over something. Grey, with 
me,” Nico hissed, dragging me behind a cluster of metal trash cans. 

My heart thrummed like a drum, so loud that I worried our pursuers might 
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hear. 

It only took a couple of seconds for the two men in black to skid to a stop 
around the corner. 

The one on the right spoke into his wrist. “Sir, we have the girl in our sights.” 
“The girl tripped and it looks like the boys have abandoned her. Permission 
to proceed?” the other man said. 

Unlike the crooks who had tried to mug Nico and me a few months back, 
these two were obviously professionals. They cautiously moved toward 
Cecilia, but to our surprise, our timid and quiet friend began bawling. 

“Guys! Don’t leave me,” she wailed as she began crawling away. “Please!” 
The man on the right scoffed and shook his head. He walked forward and 
stepped on Cecilia’s leg. 

I gnashed my teeth as Cecilia cried out in pain, but, for once, Nico looked 
even angrier than me. His eyes were fierce in a way that made even me 
fearful. 

The man who had asked for permission to proceed remained a few feet away, 
while the other pursuer reached down and pulled Cecilia up by the back of 
her coat. 

He raised his other wrist and spoke into the communication device. “We have 
her.” 

Cecilia took full advantage of the opportunity. She lashed around and planted 
her gloved hand on the pursuer’s face. 

A shrill scream tore from her throat. Like the other times she had gone out of 
control, a blast of ki erupted out of her. However, some of her rampant ki had 
flowed down her arm to her hand. A current of electricity flashed out of the 
black glove, lighting the dingy alleyway. 

The pursuer who had grabbed hold of Cecilia wasn’t even able to scream. His 
body spasmed and a puddle formed on the ground between the man’s legs as 
Cecilia pried herself free from his grasp. 

Nico squeezed my arm and we rushed into action. Nico dived for the 
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uninjured pursuer’s legs while I went for his sternum. 

I'd thought the flash of light would have disoriented him enough that we 
could end the fight quickly, but he had recovered in time to react to our 
attack. 

Sidestepping out of Nico’s reach, he kicked my friend away while bringing 
his right arm swinging down at me. I backstepped away from the blow, then 
closed in to strike his exposed throat, only for him to dip his head. His left 
hand shot toward my neck at frightening speed. 

I gagged as the man’s cold hand gripped my throat and lifted me off the 
ground. 

“You have potential, kid,” he sneered, bringing me close to his face. “A 
waste you have to die here.” 

At this distance—less than arm’s length—I was able to see the man’s face for 
the first time. His nose and mouth were covered by a mask, but it didn’t 
matter: His scarred left eye was brown, and the right eye green. I would have 
known him anywhere. 

My vision was darkening and I could feel the strength leaving my body, but 
despite the situation, I didn’t panic. 

Praying to any higher being that might help me, I drove the point of the 
syringe into the man’s neck. 

“What—” he gasped, letting go of me as he fell to the ground. 

With no time to waste, I hurriedly roused the unconscious Nico and helped 
Cecilia back to her feet. 

“We did it,” Cecilia whispered as she leaned on me for support. Her legs 
were shaking—not from the cold, but in fear—and her cheeks were lined 
with tears. 

“Good job, you two,” Nico muttered weakly, putting Cecilia’s other arm over 
his shoulder for support. 

“Yeah, we did it.” I nodded. “Now, come on. We need to get out of here 
before any more of them show up.” 
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“You'd best kill us and run far away, brats.” 

I spun around to see the guy with the brown and green eyes squirming on the 
ground. 

“You have nowhere to go,” he mumbled, his voice slurring from the effects 
of the drug. “I made sure of that.” 

“Let’s go, Grey,” Nico urged, tightening his arm around Cecilia to keep her 
steady. 

None of us spoke as we made our way back to the orphanage. Even the 
streets were quiet, except for the sirens that screamed in the distance. It was 
as if we didn’t want to accept what had happened to us—that we had almost 
been killed for no reason. I wanted to look forward. I wanted to think, 
instead, about the fact that we were going to be attending a school in a new 
city soon. We would have to buy new supplies, but that was fine. Everything 
would be okay once we got to the orphanage and Headmaster Wilbeck got us 
out of Arcastead. 

Cecilia was able to walk on her own after a few blocks—a vast improvement 
from her earlier ki outbursts, which used to knock her out cold for hours. 
“Thanks for the help,” Cecilia muttered, breaking the silence as she shyly 
handed the black glove—or what was left of 1t—back to Nico. The shock 
glove my friend had made had been reduced to a clump of wool from the 
overload of Cecilia’s ki. “Sorry about your glove.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” Nico stuffed the remains of the glove into his tattered 
jacket and looked at me with a grin. “At least I was able to see what it was 
capable of, thanks to you. Grey wasn’t useful at all.” 

“Make fun of me all you want; I was the one that saved you guys today,” I 
gloated, sticking my tongue out at Nico. 

To my surprise, Nico responded seriously. “You’re right. I wasn’t any help in 
that fight.” 

“Hey, I was just kidding,” I said, a pang of guilt ringing in my chest. 

“Nico, it was only thanks to your glove that we were able to escape them,” 
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Cecilia consoled him. 

“Yeah!” I quickly agreed, walking ahead of them. “And I bet you can learn to 
make a lot more, and better, tools and weapons after going to school!” 

Nico’s sullen expression brightened at our words. Taking out the remains of 
the shock glove, he gripped it tightly, a newfound fervor in his eyes. “We’ll 
need to get new supplies first. Headmaster Wilbeck is going to blow a fuse!” 
Cecilia’s face contorted into a fair imitation of the headmaster’s serious 
frown. “She might even make us go back tomorrow morning to find them!” 
The two of them burst into a fit of laughter behind me, and I let them enjoy 
their moment. The summer nights were usually warm, but I thought the heat 
felt different tonight. The air was dry and there was a smell of smoke that was 
only getting stronger... Why? 

I turned the corner onto the street our orphanage was on, and found my 
answer. 

Behind me, Nico and Cecilia drew closer, but their footsteps seemed to echo 
and their voices were muffled, as if coming from a very long way away. 
Suddenly, the words of the man with the brown and green eyes rang in my 
head: “You have nowhere to go.” 

I stopped dead in my tracks, my gaze locked on the sight of the orphanage 
burning to the ground. Police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances were clustered 
in front of our home. 

And then I saw her. 

She was being carried on a stretcher. A paramedic had just put a tarp over 
her, covering her face, but I saw her. I saw Headmaster Wilbeck. 

I ran, leaving Nico and Cecilia behind. I evaded the policemen securing the 
perimeter and pushed aside the paramedics. 

People shouted around me but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. All I 
could hear was my blood pounding in my ears. 

I tore off the tarp covering Headmaster Wilbeck. 

Blood—too much of it. 
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Her eyes were closed. Why are they closed? 

I shook her. She needed to wake up. 

Nico, Cecilia, and I had been attacked by bad people, but we’d gotten away. 
Everything was supposed to be okay now. 

I shook her too hard. Her arm fell limply off the edge of the stretcher. Her 
eyes were still closed. 

Hands were grasping for me, words tumbling like fall leaves around me, but 
they were lost behind the man’s words, which burned like a hot iron rod 
against my skull. 

“You have nowhere to go.” 

ARTHUR LEYWIN 

“Arthur!” 

My eyes shot open; tears were streaming down my face. 

Everything was still blurry, but I could tell I was in my room now, inside the 
castle. My breaths were still short and erratic, and my left hand gripped 
something soft and warm. 

“Arthur,” the familiar, soothing voice called out to me again. 

I turned my head, blinking away the tears still forming in my eyes. 

Next to me, holding my hand, was Tessia. Her eyes were red and wet with 
tears as well. 

“Tessia?” My voice came out dry and raspy. “Why are you crying?” 
“Dummy.” She choked back a laugh, smiling as the tears rolled down her 
cheek. “I could ask you the same thing.” 
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INTERMISSION 


My GAZE LINGERED ON TESs. She was smiling—laughing, even—with relief 
and embarrassment as she wiped away her tears. 

This was the first time I had seen my childhood friend since the ceremony 
where I’d been given the title of a Lance, but it had been even longer since 
the last time we had spoken. 

The elven princess had changed since then. There was a faint scar just along 
her hairline above her right ear; it might have gone unnoticed had she not tied 
up her hair. Battle scars were visible all over her arms, and a fresh bandage 
was wrapped around her left forearm. 

“You’re hurt,” I noted, gently tracing the line of blood seeping through her 
bandage with my fingers. 

Noticing my worried expression, she grabbed my scarred hand, taking it 
tenderly in both hands. “Oh, please. I have more injuries from attempting to 
cook than from actually fighting.” 

I laughed, glad to have her there, speaking to me, holding on to me. Despite 
the calluses on her palms and fingers, her hand felt soft and warm compared 
to mine. 

Shaking her head, Tessia said, “Do you have any idea how scared I was when 
I heard the news from my captain?” 

“Your captain? Does that mean you got promoted to head?” I asked, staring 
at the princess’s stunned expression. 
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“You’re unbelievable. Your thoughts immediately go to whether I got 
promoted? You almost died, Arthur!” 

“I’m just glad you’re doing well,” I replied. 

Tess took a deep, resigned breath, and leaned her head on my arm. “I don’t 
even have the strength to argue with you.” 

I felt her hands squeeze mine, and the gesture was so warm and comforting 
that I nearly burst into tears again. Time seemed to slow down for a brief 
moment, and we stayed there, silent and contemplative and together. 

“You took such careful measures to make sure everyone would be safe that I 
never even thought about how dangerous this war would be for you.” Tess 
lifted her head, gazing up at me with her brilliant turquoise eyes. “Seeing you 
like this—in bed, full of injuries—it was a cold reminder that you’re only 
human and not some indestructible warrior mage.” 

I snorted. “Is that how I look to you most of the time? Some indestructible 
figure?” 

“With the emotional maturity of a toddler,” she finished with just a hint of a 
smile. 

“Is that any way to talk to a general?” I scolded, trying to keep a serious face 
as she struggled to do the same. 

“My apologies, General Arthur,” she replied, laughter in her voice. 

A knock at the door interrupted our playful banter, but it opened before either 
Tessia or I responded. Virion stepped confidently into the room, along with 
his son Alduin Eralith. They were followed by Alduin’s wife, Merial. Alduin 
and Merial didn’t stay long—they had to depart due to problems in one of the 
elven cities up north—but I thought it very kind of them to take the time to 
visit me. 

“What’s been happening?” I asked of Virion once they had gone. 

“We'll get to that, Arthur. First, I need to make sure that Dicathen’s newest 
Lance is being well cared for. I’m glad Tessia has come to keep you 
company,” the commander said, a twinkle in his eye. 
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A grunt from the open door drew all our attention to my sister, Eleanor, who 
had just arrived with Sylvie and Boo, her eight-foot-tall bear, who was 
grunting with pleasure as he casually chewed on a slab of meat. 

Virion cleared his throat. “Ill give you moment with your family. When 
you’re done, though, I think it best that we discuss what has happened.” With 
a wink at Tessia, and a respectful nod to my sister, Virion marched from the 
room. 

‘Your sister has been patiently waiting for you to wake up,’ Sylvie informed 
me as Eleanor carried her into the room. 

It hadn’t been that long since I had last seen Ellie, yet it felt like I had never 
before noticed how big she’d gotten. I couldn’t call her my baby sister 
anymore. 

“Come here, Ellie,” I said gently. 

My little sister’s lower lip trembled as tears began flooding down her face. 
Letting go of Sylvie, she bolted into my arms, nearly knocking the wind out 
of me. 

“IT was so worried!” she said angrily, her voice breaking into sobs. “What 
would’ve happened if you had died?” 

“I’m okay, El,” I said soothingly, but her face remained buried in my chest. I 
reached up to stroke her brown hair, and noticed that the injuries I had gotten 
from the witch-like retainer were still there. My expression darkened at the 
sight of the ugly red scar that spread all over my left hand and up to my wrist, 
as if the skin had been burned off. The injury had diminished greatly thanks 
to Sylvie’s vivum abilities—the scar already looked like it was a few years 
old—but my entire hand had turned a sickly shade of pink. 

Boo regarded me with a suspicious eye as he gnawed on his bone, but he 
allowed me to continue embracing his master. 

Sylvie casually hopped onto my bed and curled up beside me. She didn’t say 
anything, but a wave of relief flooded from her. 
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Rubbing the tears from her eyes, Ellie’s gaze landed on my scarred hand. 
“How could you let yourself get hurt like this?” 

“Scars fade,” I said with a weak smile, hoping to dismiss her concerns. 
Physical appearances had never been of great importance to me, but it was 
still a bit nerve-wracking to see how bad a mark my injuries had left. I 
worked up my courage, then carefully got out of bed, first making sure my 
legs were able to carry me. 

Standing up on my own two legs without the help of mana was a blessing I 
had always taken for granted. I took slow, steady steps toward the mirror 
while Tessia, Ellie, and Sylvie watched apprehensively. Boo looked on with 
disinterest. 

I took a deep breath, then looked up to study my reflection. Even without 
taking off my robe, I could immediately see the toll the battle with the 
retainer had taken on my body. My gaze immediately went to my neck. The 
same red scars that covered my hand and wrist had been branded across my 
throat. 

Untying the band across my waist, I slipped out of my robe so I was only 
wearing my undergarments. 

Wow, I’m a mess. 

‘You could’ve been a lot worse off,’ Sylvie chimed in, her usual curtness 
gone. 

Scars of varying lengths were littered all over my toned body, like the chips 
and cracks on an ancient statue weathered by time and the forces of nature. 
More of the red scars were visible across my shoulder and part of my back. 
The scars that ran from my waist down to my knees were particularly 
gruesome—as if someone had torn apart my legs piece by piece and crudely 
stitched me back together. 

“Consider it a godsend that you were able to recover even to the state you’re 
in now,” a clear voice said, rousing me from my thoughts. 

Casting a sideways glance toward the door, I caught sight of the three-eyed 
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asura, Aldir, stepping into my room. He was followed by Virion, who quietly 
took a seat on the leather couch. 

“Master,” Tess greeted him, getting up from her seat. My childhood friend’s 
cheeks were flushed as she awkwardly positioned herself away from me. 
Realizing that it was probably my lack of clothing that made her 
uncomfortable, I slipped back into my robe before greeting the asura. 
“Aldir.” 

“Arthur Leywin.” He nodded before dipping his head at Sylvie. “Lady 
Sylvie.” 

“What you said just now. What did you mean?” I asked, taking a seat beside 
Virion. 

Sitting down across from us next to Tess, he pointed at a ring on a finger of 
his left hand. “Do you remember the elixir pearl Windsom gave you a few 
years ago? The one you never used?” 

I looked into my dimension ring, but couldn’t find the gold-flecked pearl that 
I had saved to help me break into the white core stage. “What happened to 
it?” 

“It’s what gave your body the strength to recover to the state you’re in now,” 
the asura said matter-of-factly. He straightened his deep lavender robe. “Even 
with a team of lessers specializing in medical mana, as well as Lady Sylvie 
using her aether arts—albeit inexperienced—t still took the full effects of the 
powerful elixir to heal you.” 

“I’m guessing you and Windsom aren’t allowed to give me another elixir, 
right?” I asked. 

Aldir shook his head. “Since the war has started, we can’t risk the treaty 
being broken.” 

“Damn,” I said, leaning my head back on the couch. 

“Sorry to kick you while you’re down, but I thought you might still want 
this,’ Virion chimed in, taking Dawn’s Ballad from his dimension ring. “I 
was able to secure your sword from the retainer’s corpse.” 
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My heart sank as he handed me the once-stunning sword. The translucent teal 
blade of Dawn’s Ballad had dulled, and its tip had been melted away by the 
retainer’s corrosive abilities, throwing off the sword’s delicate balance. 

After sheathing it in its scabbard, which I had been carrying inside my ring, I 
idly stared at the palm of my right hand, where Wren had embedded a gem. It 
was a stone he had refined himself called acclorite, and it was supposed to 
somehow turn into a special weapon. 

Now would be a great time for a new weapon, | thought to my hand. 

‘Arthur,’ Sylvie’s voice sounded. ‘T told Aldir some of what happened, but I 
think it’d be best if you went over it with him and Virion in detail.’ 

Right. 

Slowly getting up from my seat, I walked over to my little sister, who’d been 
silent the whole time. “Ellie. Can you wait for me outside while I talk over 
some stuff?” 

Raising a skeptical brow, she replied, “Only if you promise not to leave 
without at least saying goodbye.” 

Looking into her eyes, I promised. 

“Fine.” She got up from her seat and walked toward the door before looking 
back over her shoulder with a proud expression. “I want to show you what 
I’ve been working on.” 

“Oh?” I raised a brow. I assumed there was a spell she had been practicing. “I 
can’t wait!” 

My sister closed the door behind her and Boo, and the only ones left inside 
my room were Commander Virion, Aldir, Sylvie, and Tessia. 

“Let me catch you up on what happened since the battle with the retainer,” I 
began. 

“Wait. Let’s call an official meeting with the rest of the Council,” Virion 
interrupted, getting up. 

“No. I want this to be for your ears only. What you choose to do with this 
information is up to you.” 
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Tess raised a timid hand. “Should I leave?” 

“It’s fine.” I shook my head. “Before I start, though, I want to know one 
thing.” 

“And what would that be?” Aldir replied, taking note that my gaze was 
directed at him. 

“Who has control over the two dwarven Lances, Mica Earthborn and Alfred 
Warned—you, or Rahdeas?” 

The asura’s single purple eye, which was open, narrowed in thought as he 
continued staring at me. “I’m still in control of those two Lances. Why do 
you ask?” 

It took longer than I expected to debrief them on the events that had 
transpired after my battle with the retainer. 

As expected, Virion and Tessia were dumbfounded at the dwarves’ evident 
betrayal. Aldir’s expression remained steadfast; if he was surprised, he did a 
perfect job of concealing it. 

Despite his initial surprise, however, Virion recovered quickly. “If the 
dwarves are in alliance with the Alacryan army, it’ll be much harder to 
prevent battles from reaching civilian cities. Were you able to discern 
whether it was just a separate faction of dwarves or if it was more widespread 
than that?” 

“T can’t say with certainty until I get some answers out of Rahdeas,” I said 
through gritted teeth, regretful of the circumstances implicating Elijah’s 
former guardian. 

“The news of a Scythe appearing is troubling,” Aldir added. “If she intends to 
wreak havoc with her retainer by her side, as well as an entire division of 
troops, then this isn’t something one or two Lances can take on, even with an 
army backing them.” 

“Which is why I need to know where the allegiance of the dwarven Lances 
lie,’ I replied. “A large-scale battle is nearing, and I don’t want any 
unforeseen obstacles.” 
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FROM LANCE TO BROTHER 


LEAVING Sylvie in my room to rest, I ventured through the brightly-lit halls of 
the castle, looking down at my feet as I took careful steps. It was the first 
time I had noticed the vibrant patterns of the thick carpet in the upper 
residential halls. It was a funny thing to note; I’d always been in such a rush, 
chasing whatever goals I had, that I’d never even looked around to enjoy the 
subtle pleasantries around me. 

It didn’t take me long to find Ellie. She was sitting by a large window, gazing 
outside at the sea of clouds and idly combing her fingers through her bond’s 
thick fur. Boo opened an eye, sensing my presence, but went back to his nap 
when he saw that it was me. 

“May I join you?” I asked. 

“You don’t need to ask.” She smiled weakly, taking a glance back at me 
before returning her gaze to the sky once more. 

I sat down next to her on the ground, admiring the rolling clouds, and the 
twinkle and shine from the rays of sunlight above. I could see the tip of a 
mountain in the distance, but other than that, only an endless expanse of 
white and blue. 

“Do you miss them?” Ellie spoke in a soft voice. “Mom and Dad?” 

“Not as much as I should,” I admitted. “I worry for them—I know they’re 
safe out there, but so many things have been going on.” 

There was a moment of silence, and my sister simply continued petting the 
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bear. 

“You know, there are a lot of people—adults and kids—who come up to me 
saying how lucky I am to have a brother like you. The ones who aren’t 
jealous of me are jealous of you—that you’re a Lance, that you’re so talented 
in magic and fighting, and that you have the recognition of all of this 
continent’s leaders. Some even say that you might become one of the next 
leaders when you get older,” she scoffed. “But it’s funny. I never told you 
this, but there was a time when I hated you. I felt like it was because of you 
that my life was like this now. I blamed you for Mom and Dad feeling like 
they needed to help out in the war too, and I blamed you for the fact that I 
couldn’t have a regular life in school with classrooms and a bunch of 
friends.” 

My sister was looking away from me, her body turned toward Boo, but I 
could see that the hand running over his course fur was trembling, and her 
shoulders quivered. 

“Ellie...” 

“But the funny thing 1s, I don’t blame you anymore. How can I blame you 
when your life was worse than mine? Most of the memories I have of you 
were you coming in and out of the house full of injuries, with unbelievable 
stories of how you faced this monster or that monster. It was really fun and 
amazing to hear back then—I thought you were so cool and strong—but I 
know better now. The things you had to give up to get where you are 
today...” 

My sister hurriedly wiped her face on her sleeves and turned back to me with 
red eyes and a wide, forced grin. 

I reached for her, but she grabbed my hand and shook it before getting up. 
“Whew! Now that I got that off my chest, come on. I want to show you 
something.” 

“What is all this?” I asked when we reached the outdoor terrace of the castle. 
My gaze swept through the dozens of wooden planks hanging from various 
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tree branches. There were some arrows protruding out of the planks, but more 
were on the ground and the tree trunks around them. 

“What I’ve been working on,” my sister proclaimed proudly as her bond 
curled up on the ground beside her with an aloof yawn. Ellie seemed 
abnormally perky after our conversation by the window, as if she were trying 
to forget about it. 

Trying not to dwell too much on my sister’s inconsistent behavior, I watched 
as she picked up a peculiar-looking short bow propped up against a pillar, 
then retrieved a stray arrow whose tip was buried in the nearby grass. 

Raising the flexible bow so that the nocked arrow was at eye level, she held 
her still-trembling breath and took a moment to aim before letting go of the 
string. 

The thin arrow whistled as it sliced through the air, curving ever so slightly 
around a plank and hitting a different wooden target behind it. 

I applauded her, genuinely impressed, but she held up a hand and shook her 
head. “Now, watch this.” 

Raising her bow once more, she mumbled a brief chant. The tip of her 
guiding finger, on the hand holding the bow, began emitting a soft glow. 
When my sister slowly pulled the string back, the mana took form into a thin 
glowing arrow. 

I remained silent—half from focus, half from surprise—as Ellie fired the 
mana arrow at a nearby target plank. The arrow let out a soft hum, rather than 
a Sharp whistle, as it hastily approached its target—but before it reached the 
plank, the arrow dissipated. 

My sister’s shoulders sank in disappointment. “I swear I was able to reach the 
target a couple days ago.” 

“That was amazing!” I exclaimed. 

“T failed, though,” she replied, disappointed. 

“You’re barely twelve, Ellie! Most kids your age can hardly even conjure a 
ball of mana, let alone shoot one out that far away,” I said, my voice still 
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laced with enthusiasm. 
My sister was silent for a moment, absentmindedly staring at her bow. 


“Aren’t you glad that your dear brother is impressed, after all that 
practicing?” a voice chimed in from behind us. 

I looked over my shoulder to see a rather odd duo walking out into the 
terrace: Emily Watsken and Helen Shard. 

“Surprised, General?” Helen said, one eyebrow raised. 

While it made sense for Emily to be in and out of the castle since she was 
apprenticed under Gideon, seeing her with Helen—the leader of the Twin 
Horns and current head of a large platoon of soldiers—made for a head- 
tilting moment. 

However, considering the peculiar bow in Ellie’s hand and her sudden skill at 
archery, I quickly put two and two together. 

“T won’t deny that,” I replied with a smile. 

Emily had noticed my injuries. “You look like you’ve been through a lot.” 
“About as much as any other soldier out there,” I said with a shrug. 

After Ellie and I properly greeted the two friends, we all sat around the patio 
table chatting. We discussed how my sister was struggling with mana 
manipulation, despite having awakened at an early age. 

“You’re having a hard time?” I asked my sister. “Why didn’t you tell me? I 
could’ve helped.” 

“You’re a general now, and even before then, you were always busy. I didn’t 
want to bother you with it. Besides, Mom and Dad were helping me before 
they had to leave.” 

My sister tried to sound cheerful, but the faint sullen tone in her voice— 
especially after our conversation earlier—made my chest ache. 

“I stopped by one day to check up on her after finishing a dungeon tour and 
she asked me for help,” Helen chimed in, trying to lift the mood. “I’m not a 
conjurer so I couldn’t exactly help her, so I asked the artificer, Gideon, to run 
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some tests on her. He pawned off what he called ‘a chore’ on Emily here, and 
that’s when we found out about your sister’s little gift.” 

“T wouldn’t call it a gift,” Eleanor said, suddenly shy. 

“What gift?” I demanded, my curiosity growing. 

“T think it'll be easier for you to just show your impatient brother, Ellie,” 
Helen encouraged. 

“Okay,” she agreed. Raising her hand, she concentrated on the center of her 
palm until a faint orb of mana manifested. There were no attributes, but the 
spherical orb of pure mana slowly began changing shape until it had turned 
into a seven-pointed star. 

“You see, after J assessed Eleanor’—Emily stressed her role as she leaned 
forward—‘I realized she has a real knack for molding mana into detailed 
shapes. Normally, whether you can make a fire ball into a fire cube doesn’t 
really matter—but if you’re able to conjure the exact shape of an arrow along 
with a particular arrowhead, then you can potentially have an infinite arsenal 
of arrows that enemies won’t be able to predict.” 

“Well, coming up with the arrow solution was my idea,” the leader of the 
Twin Horns said. 

“It’s a clever technique, for sure,” I said, glad that Ellie had found a way to 
train herself and occupy her mind while mother, father, and I were all off to 
war. 

“They’ve both been a great help! Helen has been really strict but helpful in 
teaching me archery, and Emily made me this bow to train with.” 

“That’s me being easy on you,” Helen replied, looking at Ellie with a warm 
expression. She turned to me. “I’ve been in and out of the castle so she’s been 
learning on her own, but her growth 1s actually quite scary. It’s like these 
gifts run in the Leywin family.” 

Clearing her throat to get our attention, the freckled artificer adjusted her 
glasses, then explained the mechanism for the bow she had customized for 
my sister. “The bow is still in the testing phase, and it requires a certain 
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amount of finesse, but like Helen said, your sister catches on frighteningly 
fast.” 

“T still have a long way to go,” Ellie demurred. 

Looking carefully now, I noticed fresh blisters on her fingers and palms— 
proof of her effort. 

“Thank you—both of you—for helping my sister like this.” I turned to my 
little sister, tousling her hair. “And I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you.” 
“Like I said, I don’t blame you. You’re just doing what you have to.” Ellie 
shrugged. “Besides, Helen told me Mom and Dad are far away from battles, 
so I’m not too worried about them, but I’m just thankful when you come back 
in one piece.” 

My heart lurched once more with guilt, and I understood why she said she 
had blamed me for our parents participating in the war. That was why they’d 
left—they didn’t want to just sit safely, waiting and praying that they 
wouldn’t hear news of my death. 

“I’m sorry for always worrying you,” I said softly, unable to do anything but 
apologize. 

Ellie’s gaze settled on the scars around my throat, but she said nothing—and 
in some ways, that pained me even more. 

My little sister had indeed grown up much more quickly than I had wanted 
her to. Her childlike innocence and selfishness were gone. 

“What are you doing here back at the castle so soon anyway, Helen?” my 
sister said, changing the subject. 

“Ah, right! The heads and above got called into the castle for a big 
celebration tonight,” she answered. “The reason for the event was supposed 
to be a secret, but it’s already been leaked—apparently a retainer has been 
defeated!” 

“Really?” Emily’s eyes lit up. “Do you think it was a Lance?” 

“Nothing’s confirmed, but that’s probably the most likely scenario. All I 
know is that Commander Virion himself took a small crew to retrieve the 
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body,” Helen answered. 

“Things are looking up then.” My sister perked up. “I’m glad.” 

Glancing from Helen to Emily, then to my sister and back, I thought at first 
that they were teasing me. But after a few minutes of listening, I realized that 
they were seriously just gossiping. Do they really not know who killed the 
retainer? 

But after giving it more thought, I wasn’t too surprised. I had arrived in the 
castle several days after the retainer’s body had been retrieved. There’d been 
a team of medics waiting for my arrival, but I doubted whether anyone had 
been told how I'd been injured. 

“Wait, so this celebration is happening tonight?” I asked, steering the 
conversation back to its original path. 

“Yes. Isn’t that why you’re back at the castle, too?” Helen replied with a 
raised brow. 

My sister answered in my stead. “My brother came back because he got 
hurt.” 

“What? How? Where? Are you okay?” Emily bombarded me with questions. 

“T was just careless. It’s no big deal.” I was tempted to tell them the truth— 
especially my sister—but I assumed Virion had a reason for keeping it secret. 
“It was a big deal!” My sister pinched my side. “You were out for more than 
a day, and you still have those scars.” 

Wincing as she twisted my skin even further, I apologized to my sister once 
more, assuring her that I wouldn’t make the same ‘mistake’ again. The 
conversation shifted to other topics, but for the rest of our little gathering that 
afternoon, Helen regarded me with doubtful eyes. 

Coming back into my room, I was greeted by my bond. ‘How was spending 
time with your sister?’ 

“Ellie’s all grown up now,” I said, letting a hint of bitterness seep into my 
words. 

‘You make that sound like a bad thing,’ Sylvie replied. 
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“T just wish she didn’t have to be. Wisdom and maturity stemming from 
enduring hard circumstances is a painful thing to see, as a big brother. But I 
was able to at least catch up with her and learn a bit more about what’s 
happening in her life. Did you know she’s learning archery from Helen? She 
and Emily even came up with a new practice for Ellie, a combination of 
conjuring and archery!” 

Sylvie let out tiny puffs of air from her nostrils, and it took me a moment to 
realize she was laughing. ‘J haven’t seen you this excited in a while.’ 

“That’s not true,” I rebutted. 

‘Oh?’ Sylvie raised her head, looking up at me from the bed. ‘Tell that to 
your grinning lips.’ 

“Shush,” I said, dismissing her. Despite my sister’s heavy words, it had been 
enjoyable to spent time with her. “How are you feeling?” 

‘Sluggish, heavy, sleepy, and weak,’ Sylvie sent, curling back up into a ball. 
‘Tt’s like being a hatchling all over again.’ 

“Well, there’s supposedly a big event happening later tonight. Do you feel up 
for it?” I asked. 

‘T’1l pass,’ she replied, her voice listless. “Save me some food though. ’ 

Taking a seat on the couch, I closed my own heavy eyes. “I’Il have the maids 
bring some up.” 

‘Make sure it’s meat.’ 

“Go to sleep.” 

With Sylvie’s soft hum making the otherwise cold and silent room a bit more 
homey, I took some time to sort out my thoughts. Reaching into my 
dimension ring, I pulled out Dawn’s Ballad and placed it gently on the tea 
table in front of me. 

An involuntary groan escaped me as I looked at the poor state of my weapon. 
This sword had been by my side for nearly five years. I hadn’t needed to 
polish, sharpen or even clean the blade, and it had been able to withstand just 
about anything. Dawn’s Ballad was truly a valuable asset. 
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Studying the sword, I decided that—even damaged—it was better than any 
other sword I'd be likely to come across. 

The quirky asura, Wren, had implanted a weapon on me, but I had no idea if 
or when it would manifest. It would be reckless to count on having it during 
this upcoming battle. 

My thoughts then shifted to my recent journey to Darv. I needed to be sure 
whether Rahdeas was the leader of this treason, and if he was, to decide what 
I should do. Even if Eljiah’s foster parent didn’t control the two dwarven 
Lances, according to Alduin and Merial, he still held a large amount of 
support from the dwarven citizens. The dwarves’ overall dissatisfaction with 
humans, especially the Glayder family, ran deep, so if we had to kill him, it 
would mean a mass uprising. 

Pulling myself out of my thoughts, I noticed that the room had become dim. I 
couldn’t tell how much time had passed, but it clearly wouldn’t be long until 
the event. 

“Arthur? Are you in there? We’re coming in!” With a loud bang, the door to 
my room burst open and a crowd of maids and guards filed in, with Virion at 
the back. 

I had no time to prepare or even react. The guards were already pushing the 
furniture aside to make space in the center of the room, while a horde of 
maids began undressing me. 

What disturbed me more, though, was how accustomed I was to being thrown 
into situations like this. Shall I call this the Virion Effect? 

Virion stepped up, already elegantly dressed in a black robe. Its silver 
trimmings accentuated his silver hair, which was tied neatly behind him. 
“Now, you’re probably surprised by—” 

“_Nope,” I cut in. “What is it you’re planning this time, old man?” 

A few maids gasped at my crude response, but Virion just waved for them to 
continue. “I see that barging into your room and having a team of maids 
abruptly strip you naked doesn’t put you in the most amiable of moods. No 
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offense taken. I’ve taken the liberty of arranging this event as a sort of trap— 
harmless—for our dear Rahdeas, and you, my soon-to-be-grandson, have the 
lead role.” 
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164 





OLD FACE 


TESSIA ERALITH 

The figure standing in front of me, her head tilted ever-so-slightly in scrutiny, 
wore a lavishly decorated dress of shimmering black. The silky fabric came 
up just above the base of her neck, with subtle frills adding a girlish touch. 
The sleeves covered the length of her arms with the same delicate frills at the 
ends, while the dress fell on the shorter side—coming up just short of her 
knees. 

Locks of gunmetal hair flowed down on one side in perfectly arranged twirls 
that contrasted starkly against the dark color of her attire. 

After wearing armor and being covered in grime for the past several months, 
I couldn’t believe the person in the mirror was me. 

“You look beautiful.” My mother’s glance shifted from me to my reflection 
with a warm smile on her face. Looking at her as she sat properly in a chair 
beside me, however, I couldn’t help but lose confidence, even in my new 
dress. 

Though I knew she was much younger than my father, my mother should still 
be past her prime. Yet her bright silver hair was still lush, her blue eyes still 
radiant, and her skin still youthfully supple. She and my father had already 
finished preparing for the event, and in contrast to my dark gown, my mother 
wore a beautiful dusty rose dress which flowed gently, emphasizing her slim 
waist and the swell of her hips, while still maintaining a reserved elegance. 
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I studied myself, turning left and right so I could see every angle while a 
team of maids nodded in quiet contentment. “I’m not so sure about this. The 
dress is a bit bleak, isn’t it? Maybe I should wear something a little brighter?” 
“T think the black makes you look mature,” she answered. “What do you girls 
think?” 

“T agree,” the head maid quickly replied. “This was made by a famous silk 
weaver in Kalberk City, who designed it specifically for you, Lady Tessia. 
The lacing and frills add a playful touch while the overall shape and color of 
the dress gives a very—excuse my language—sensual appearance.” 
“Sensual?” I pondered, twisting left and right once more. 

“Laylack, the designer, believes that the clothing itself shouldn’t be beautiful. 
Rather, he feels the clothing should bring out and accentuate the beauty of the 
wearer,” a younger maid added. “I think this dress does a fine job of that. If I 
didn’t know better, I’d think your hair and eyes were actually glowing in 
contrast to the dress.” 

“Oh please. You girls said the same things when I first tried on my armor! I 
can’t trust any of you,” I argued, but I was unable to keep the smile from 
creeping across my pouting face. A wave of laughter filled the room as the 
maids hurriedly added the finishing touches. 

Stepping out of my room, I spotted Stannard, Darvus, and Caria chatting with 
one another. 

“Your Majesty.” The three of them stiffened at the sight of my mother before 
greeting her in unison. 

“Mr. Berwick, Mr. Clarell, and Ms. Rede,” my mother responded with a soft 
smile then looked at me before turning toward the stairs leading to the 
uppermost floor of the castle, where the event was being held. “Tessia, Pll 
see you up there. I have matters to attend to with your father and the other 
Council members.” 

My mother was escorted toward the stairwell, through the gathering crowd, 
and out of sight. I remained in the hallway with a couple of castle guards, and 


Page 214 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


my three friends and team members, who had silently waited as my mother 
and her maids departed. Then they turned back to me with cheeky grins. 
“Lookin’ good there, Princess.” Darvus, dressed in a sleek black suit, nudged 
me with his elbow as we made our unhurried way to the stairs. His usually 
unruly mane was slicked back with oil, and the structured cut of the suit did a 
nice job of toning down his burly frame. 

“You’re being gross, Darvus,” Caria said, rolling her eyes as she turned to 
me. “But he’s not lying. You look gorgeous.” 

It was obvious my petite friend had put in a lot of effort for the occasion, and 
it had paid off. Complementing her youthful appearance and curly, bobbed 
hair, her fluttery green dress came down to mid-thigh—a length that’d be 
frowned upon by the older generation if not for the tights she wore 
underneath. 

“Thanks, but I didn’t realize how uncomfortable I’d be in this getup.” 

“At least you look good in your getup,” Stannard complained from behind us. 
“T look like some ornamental bird.” 

The rest of us laughed as Standard fluttered his bright blue robes like they 
were wings. Rather than a fitted suit like Darvus, Stannard had chosen to 
wear a more luxurious conjurer’s robe, which looked to be more decorative 
than functional. 

“Anyway,” I said, turning back to Caria, who was walking beside me. “You 
look rather charming yourself. Are you trying to snag one of the noble boys 
at the event?” 

Caria’s face immediately reddened, but she tried to look calm as she 
answered. “Please! Most of the younger nobles attending are probably their 
family heirs, which means one thing: They’re super pretentious! Seriously, 
hiding safely here in the castle to protect their lineage while sipping on 
wine.” 

“My oldest brother happens to be one those heirs you speak of,” Darvus said. 
“And you are absolutely spot on about him.” 
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“Then maybe help Stannard find a nice lady to settle down with after the war 
is over,” I said. 

“Yes, please.” He nodded fervently. “I’d like that very much.” 

“Hey! Why don’t you help me?” Darvus complained. 

“Shush!” Caria reached over and smacked her childhood friend’s arm. “Why 
would the princess of Elenoir introduce anyone to such a crass lump of 
muscle?” 

“Excuse me?” Darvus clutched his heart as if he’d been stabbed. “After I so 
kindly invited the two of you, this is the thanks I get?” 

“Tessia would’ve invited us even if you hadn’t,” Stannard retorted. 
“Regardless! I’m just going so I can hear the big announcement and eat some 
good food,” Caria said. 

“I’m also curious as to what the announcement is going to be,” I said. 

“Your grandfather didn’t even tell you? Must be big,” Darvus said, his brows 
raised. 

By the time we reached the stairwell, traffic was at a standstill due to the 
sheer volume of people trying to get up, but with our pointless banter and talk 
of recent missions, the time seemed to go quickly. 

Unlike some of the past events held by the Council, this one was open to 
people from outside the castle as well, so the large spiraling stairway was 
packed with nobles. Unaccustomed to being crammed in such tight quarters, 
many were loudly voicing their complaints. Some used the opportunity to 
casually brag to their peers—at a not-so-casual volume—about their families’ 
large expanses of land and wealth, hoping to impress potential suitors nearby. 
While I noticed some glances come my way, few nobles had the audacity to 
try and approach me. Those who did were easily scared away by my guards. 
It was clear how uncomfortable Caria and Stannard were, in the middle of so 
many nobles. While Caria had had some exposure, since her family had 
served Darvus’s family for generations, Stannard came from a humbler 
background. 
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“I’m tired already,” he mumbled as he was pushed and pulled by the crowd. 
“You think it’s bad here, imagine how packed it is on the lower floors, closer 
to the teleportation gate,” Darvus consoled him. 

Caria agreed. “Yeah, I heard there are a lot of people coming from outside, 
since this is the first time since the war started that the castle’s been open to 
anyone other than the residents.” 

As we inched slowly toward the top floor, I glanced around every now and 
then, hoping to maybe spot Arthur. Chances were that he was either still 
resting or would come later on, but my eyes seemed to subconsciously search 
for a head of long auburn hair. 

As if reading my mind, Caria asked, “By the way, where’s your handsome 
lover?” 

“He’s not my lover!” I said a bit too loudly, causing heads to turn around us. 
“And he got injured recently so I think he’s resting... probably.” 

“Mister Lance got hurt?” Darvus gasped mockingly. “I guess he’s not as 
strong as they say.” 

“Yet you still got your ass handed to you,” Stannard chimed in innocently. 
“Shut up!” my burly friend retorted, then, glaring at Caria, said, “And he’s 
not that handsome. With that long hair, I bet a lot of people mistake him for a 
girl.” 

“Aww, iS someone jealous?” Caria grinned. “I’ve heard that after Arthur’s 
appearance at the dungeon, quite a few girls were smitten by him.” 

“Looks like our princess now has to fend off competition as well as 
Alacryans and mutant mana beasts,” Stannard teased. 

“You guys know I can demote you all now, right?” I threatened in return. 
After half an hour of inching up the stairwell, we finally reached the top floor 
of the castle. The view was met with a collective gasp of amazement. Like 
the terrace on the residential floor, the top of the castle was enveloped in a 
transparent dome-shaped barrier so that the entire venue appeared to be 
taking place outdoors. 
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The sun was just beginning to set, and the entire castle was surrounded by an 
endless expanse of serene magenta and burning orange. Orbs of light floated 
above us inside the dome, casting a gentle glow. Hundreds of nobles were 
there—elves and humans and dwarves, all dressed meticulously—and an 
orchestra played a variety of flutes and stringed instruments to fill the gaps in 
conversation. Stepping up to the top floor, I felt as if I’d been transported into 
a mesmerizing fairyland. 

Darvus let out a long whistle of appreciation, while Stannard’s gaze darted 
from one place to another in wonder. 

“It’s beautiful,” Caria breathed. 

“Ugh, I spotted my family,” Darvus groaned. “Caria, come on. Let’s greet 
them now and get it over with.” 

As Caria was being unwillingly pulled away by her friend, I spotted Emily. 
Wearing a bright yellow dress that appeared to have some smudges and stains 
on it, she was pouring herself a drink near the empty stage. The apprentice 
artificer seemed unbothered by the looks of disdain and disgust from the 
nobles nearby as she casually finished her drink in a single gulp. 

“Emily!” Stannard shouted before I had the chance to call out to her. 

“Ah! Little Stannard! Princess!” Emily greeted, waving her empty glass. 

I broke into a fit of laughter at the sight of her running awkwardly while she 
held up her dress, with no care for her outward appearance. 

Emily was breathing heavily by the time she reached us. “Finally, people I 
know!” 

“T didn’t expect to see you here,” I said after greeting her with a hug. 

“Who did you think was responsible for setting up all these lighting 
artifacts?” She rolled her eyes. 

“You did all this?” Stannard exclaimed. 

“Well, it certainly wasn’t my carefree and lazy master,” she mumbled sourly. 
“Ts that how you got those stains?” I giggled. 

Emily looked down and gasped. “Oh no! I didn’t even notice! Must’ve been 
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when I was adding more of the mana-conducting fluid.” 

“Hey, Emily. Isn’t that your master over there?” Stannard pointed near the 
tables where, lo and behold, the master artificer, Gideon, was alternating 
between biting into a large leg of some bird and sipping on a glass of wine. 
“Damn old coot,” Emily muttered before stomping off after him. “Master 
Gideon!” 

At Emily’s outcry, the old artificer choked on his food. Stannard and I 
followed her, ducking our heads in embarrassment. 

“You old bat! After pushing off all the work on me because you were ‘feeling 
unwell,’ you show up here to drink and eat?” Emily huffed, snatching away 
the gnawed hunk of meat, which Gideon was trying to take another bite of. 
“Must you raise your voice so, dear apprentice? I’m standing right in front of 
you,” Gideon grumbled, taking a sip from his glass before acknowledging our 
existence. “Princess Tessia, Stannard. Glad to see you two are still alive. 
That’s always a good thing.” 

“It’s been a while,” I responded, while Stannard bowed respectfully. 

Emily huffed out a defeated breath as she handed back her master’s food. 
“You usually don’t care for these sorts of events. What brings you here— 
besides the free food and liquor?” 

“T was given a rather interesting task by your grandfather’—he looked at me 
—so I’m just killing time until then. Plus, I get to see the one person on this 
entire continent who, I daresay, is smarter than me.” 

“There’s someone smarter than you, Master Gideon?” Stannard asked, 
genuinely surprised. 

Meanwhile, Emily leaned in, eyes glowing with curiosity. “What’s this task?” 
“The princess’s lover boy, Arthur.” Gideon said in wonder. “Boy, what I’d 
give to be able to extract all the secrets from that boy’s head.” 

“What. Is. The. Task?” Emily pinched her master’s arm. 

“It’s. A. Secret,’ Gideon said mockingly, then slapped her away before 
rubbing his arm. 
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The eccentric old artificer wandered off after a butler holding a plate of finger 
foods, and Emily chased after her master to try and get more information. 

So you are going to be here. A faint smile crossed my lips. 

“How is that possible?” Stannard muttered to himself. “There’s no way 
Arthur can be smarter than Master Gideon.” 

“If I hadn’t known Arthur since we were both children, I probably wouldn’t 
believe Gideon either,” I consoled him. 

As I followed Emily and her mentor, my gaze drifted toward a crowd 
gathering near the top of the stairwell where we had first entered. 

I recognized the head sticking out of the crowd. With his black hair still 
parted down the middle and his sharp eyes softened by thick glasses, it was 
undeniably the Xyrus guild hall manager, Kaspian Bladeheart. 

“Tessia?” Stannard said, snapping me out of my daze. 

“Yes? What is it?” 

“TI was just asking if you wanted to try to look for Darvus and Caria.” His 
pale blue eyes shifted between me and where I had been staring. 

“You go on ahead,” I said, already walking toward the small crowd. “Ill 
meet up with you guys later.” 

Pushing aside the people gathered there, I headed toward the familiar man. 
Then my eyes landed on the girl. She was about my age, and he and several 
guards were protecting her from the crowd. 

“Claire!” I blurted. 

The former leader of the disciplinary committee, whose condition and 
whereabouts had been kept hidden by the Bladeheart family, was standing in 
the center where the nobles had gathered. 

“Princess Tessia,” Kaspian Bladeheart, Claire’s uncle, greeted me. 

“It’s been a while,” I replied. 

“Uncle, it’s stifling in here. Let me get some fresh air with Princess Tessia,” 
Claire said. 

The usually expressionless guild hall manager frowned, his brows furrowed 
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in concern. “But—” 

“Tt’ll be fine.” She gave her uncle a soft smile before pulling me through the 
crowd. 

I remained silent as we made our way to the edge of the roof of the castle, 
where a small set of stairs led down to a deck overlooking the sky. 

Neither of us spoke for a moment; we simply leaned against the railing. The 
medley of noises surrounding the big event were muffled by the whistling of 
the wind against the barrier surrounding us. 

“You look great,” I finally said. 

I wasn’t lying. Claire had been an upperclassman and I, along with many 
other students at Xyrus, had looked up to her—always bright and never afraid 
to take challenges head on. Seeing her tonight, wearing an ivory dress with a 
thin shawl draped over her shoulders, it seemed a gentle, calm air had 
replaced her normally lively and spirited aura. It wasn’t just that, though. I 
couldn’t quite place my finger on it, but something felt different about her. 

“IT appreciate it.” She smiled faintly. “And I think you’ve probably heard 
enough how beautiful you look tonight.” 

“Mostly from friends and family,” I said, looking down at my dress and 
wishing for a moment that it was a suit of armor instead. “Their words are 
more obligatory than anything else.” 

I swallowed down all the questions I, like so many of the nobles who had 
gathered around her, wanted to ask, choosing instead to let the silence linger. 
“T heard you’re leading a team out on the field,” she said. 

“Yes. Although it’s been fairly recent.” 

“I’m jealous,” she continued. “You must’ve gotten a lot stronger.” 

“Oh no, I still have a lot to learn,” I replied. “I’ve yet to control my beast will 
completely, and my long-range conjuring is a mess since I’ve been focused 
on getting better with my sword.” 

“T see,” she nodded. 


“T don’t think P’ve ever told you this, but the Bladeheart techniques played a 
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big part in shaping my swordplay,” I continued. “Speaking of which...” 
Noticing my hesitation, she shook her head. “I still practice with the sword 
every now and then, but not nearly as much as before.” 

“Are your injuries still...?” 

She shook her head. “My injuries from Xyrus are mostly healed.” 

“That’s great!” I said, a little too loudly. “Will you be taking part in the war, 
then?” 

“No,” she answered flatly. 

“Oh.” I was surprised by Claire’s answer. She’d always had a strong sense of 
justice, which was a big part of why she had been selected as the leader of the 
disciplinary committee. “Did your family not approve because of... what 
happened at school?” 

“Tt’s not that.” She gazed overhead at the stars surrounding us. 

“Do you mind if I ask why?” I pressed. “If your family’s okay with it, and 
your injuries have gotten better—” 

“My physical injuries have gotten better,” she interrupted, leveling her gaze 
at me. 

Taking me off guard, she began removing the straps of her dress. She turned 
around so that her back was to me, then lowered her dress to reveal the large 
scar on her lower back. 

She had other scars from past wounds, but none of them compared to the 
large disfigurement next to her spine. Then, lifting her dress, she turned back 
to me, her expression hard. “But the one thing the emitters and medics 
couldn’t fix was my mana core.” 

My hand came up to my mouth as I inadvertently gasped. I now realized what 
was different about her. The thing that I couldn’t place my finger on. 
“Then... 

She nodded, her face masked with an expression that told me she had 
accepted this long ago. “I can’t use magic anymore.” 
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CENTER OF ATTENTION 


DESPITE SPENDING much of my life learning how to behave properly—what 
to say and how to say it in various situations—I was still unable to muster up 
the appropriate words to respond to Claire. 

Any sort of apology or attempt at consolation could only come off as pitying 
or insensitive; how could I dare tell her ‘itll be okay’ after complaining 
about my lack of progress in the one part of her life she’d never be able to get 
back, let alone improve? 

To my surprise, Claire breathed out a soft laugh. 

“I’m sorry—it’s just your expression,” she explained, noticing my confusion. 
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d just swallowed a bug or something. 
Don’t worry. I’ve pretty much come to terms with it.” 

“But still...” I muttered. 

“It’s fine,” Claire said dismissively, shaking her head. “I’ve told my uncle 
that I plan on helping out where I can at the Bladeheart Sword Institution. I 
figure training new soldiers can be my way of helping out in this war.” 

I didn’t—couldn’t—respond. She was the one who had almost died and was 
now unable to practice magic, yet she was trying to lift the mood while I 
stood here, disheartened. 

“Claire!” a clear voice suddenly boomed from behind us. 

The two of us turned to see the eldest son of the Glayder family at the top of 
the steps, his sister standing next to him. Prince Curtis’s eyes were locked on 
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Claire, his sharp brows furrowed in concern and frustration. Princess Kathyln 
was wrapped in a shimmering white dress; though she was known for being 
expressionless, her eyes were red and lined with tears, her delicate pale hands 
clenched by her sides. 

Before Claire could even say a word, the two of them rushed down and 
embraced their former leader. 

“It’s nice to see you both, too,” Claire puffed, struggling to breathe. 

Prince Curtis released her, his expression still a mixture of worry and anger. 
“Do you know how worried we all were? Your being here means you’re 
okay, right?” 

“What happened?” Kathyln asked. 

I took a seat and listened as the three of them got caught up. Claire told Curtis 
and Kathyln the same thing she’d told me. I watched their faces darken, and 
imagined that I must’ve looked very similar to how they looked now. 

As I had done, Curtis froze, unable to form a response when Claire revealed 
her inability to manipulate mana. But to my surprise, Kathyln spoke up. 
“You’re very strong,” she said, then lifted her watery gaze and locked eyes 
with her former leader. “I think being able to overcome such a huge obstacle 
and move forward with a smile says much more about you than the color of a 
mana core ever could.” 

Touched by her powerful words. I shifted my gaze and saw that Claire had 
stiffened at the princess’s response. Tears began rolling down her cheeks. 
Seeming surprised by her own reaction, Claire hurriedly wiped the tears away 
with her palms, but they refused to stop falling. “This is embarrassing. I can’t 
believe I’m crying.” 

My chest throbbed, watching her cry while Princess Kathyln embraced her 
once again. Curtis turned to me and dipped his head, but remained silent. 
Claire’s sniffles soon turned to giggles as she laughed at her own state. “Look 
at me. I was barely presentable before, and now I’m a teary, snotty mess!” 
“Who are you trying to be presentable for?” I teased, eliciting a laugh from 
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all three of them. Just like that, the ice had melted. 

“Princess Tessia,” Curtis smiled, nodding politely as I approached again. “T 
apologize for not greeting you right away.” 

“Princess Tessia,” Kathyln echoed, dipping her head. 

“No problem.” I smiled back. “And we should be able to be a bit more 
comfortable with each other, considering we were once schoolmates. Right, 
Curtis, Kathyln?” 

“You're right,” Curtis grinned. “And yes, it has been a while, Tessia.” 

“It’s nice seeing you again,” Kathyln said, with a smile so faint I almost 
mistook it for a twitch. 

The three of us eventually settled around a patio table nearby. I wasn’t 
particularly close to any of them, but all four of us quickly bonded over our 
mutual friend, Arthur. 

They all had much to say about him and soon enough, we were sharing 
laughs and stories about his exploits. 

“He always seems so put together and mature,” Claire said. “And then I spot 
him doing weird things, like fighting with his bond over the meat on his plate 
at the cafeteria.” 

“Tell me about it. ’'ve known him for more than a decade and I still can’t 
always tell what he’s thinking,” I said, my mind going back to our argument 
in the dungeon. 

“What was Arthur like when he was younger?” Kathyln asked. 

I had to think for a moment before answering. “I remember him being much 
colder. He kept his distance from everyone. Even when we were laughing 
together and teasing each other, there always seemed to be some restraint on 
his part. Of course, I had no clue back then, but looking back now, Arthur has 
come a long way as a decent person.” 

“There’ve been moments when I was truly jealous of him, though,” Curtis 
admitted, looking slightly embarrassed. 

“T can certainly see how most young men would be jealous of him when it 
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comes to magic and fighting, but he’s rather lacking in other aspects,” I 
replied. 

“And what aspects might those be?” Claire grinned deviously. “Perhaps 
knowing the female heart?” 

“T didn’t have anything specific in mind!” I looked away, hoping the evening 
sky would mask my burning cheeks. 

Claire turned her head to the quiet princess. “Your most fearsome rival in 
love can’t even admit to her feelings, Kathyln.” 

“What? Rival in love?” Curtis exclaimed, also turning to his sister. “Who? 
Arthur?” 

The princess’s pale face turned such a bright shade of red, I feared she might 
pass out. “No! I mean, it doesn’t matter. I think Arthur is much better suited 
to Princess Tessia.” 

“That won’t do!” Claire continued teasing. “You can’t give up without a 
fight.” 

Curtis jumped in, lecturing his sister about being too young to date, while 
Kathyln denied everything Claire was saying and shot me quick, uncertain 
looks. 

I smiled along, but I also took a good look at the princess sitting across from 
me. Large, dark eyes with long, thick lashes, on a face so small you could 
cover it with one hand. Milky complexion and such a small, delicate body 
that even I wanted to protect her. In addition to the fact that she was an 
extremely gifted deviant conjurer, she had no flaws. 

I wonder if Arthur prefers the cute, reserved type. 

“Tessia?” 

I snapped out of my daze at the sound of Curtis’s voice. “Ah, sorry. I was 
thinking of something else.” 

“It’s okay. I was just curious where Arthur was. I haven’t seen him around 
anywhere.” 

“T saw him this morning,” I answered. “He was still recovering so I didn’t 
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think he’d make it to the event, but it turns out he will be here.” 

“Arthur got hurt?” Kathyln blurted, surprising her brother and Claire. 

I nodded. “He’s okay now. Supposedly it was some sort of blunder on his 
part, but I feel like they’re not telling me everything.” 

“Arthur isn’t the type to make a blunder during a fight,” Curtis noted. “I 
wonder what happened.” 

“You know...” said Claire, suddenly melancholy, “I really have come to 
terms with my injury, but if there’s one thing I regret, it’s being unable to 
fight by Arthur’s side during this war.” 

“I’m curious as to what he’d be like, too. If it’s anything like how he was 
during the incident at Xyrus, I know it’d be worth it,” Curtis said. 

I thought back to the day the soldiers and I had found Arthur atop the 
mountain of corpses. Those memories still sent chills down my spine. It was 
a part of Arthur I wouldn’t mind not seeing ever again. 

We continued our conversation until it became apparent, by the drastic 
increase in the noise level, that something was going on. 

“T think it’s about time we went back to the main hall,’ Claire suggested, 
getting up. The rest of us began following her up the steps, but suddenly she 
came to a stop. 

“What’s wrong?” I called. She stood rigidly at the top of the stairs, but my 
concern had been answered by the time we reached her. 

Wearing an elegant set of armor—composed only of a pauldron and greaves 
made of mithril—was the Lance, Varay Aurae; otherwise known as Zero. 
“Master.” Kathyln immediately bowed. 

“General Varay,” I said in greeting. 

“Good evening.” She nodded, her sharp brown eyes tracking from Kathyln to 
her brother and back to me. “I’m here to escort the three of you during 
tonight’s event. Of course, Miss Bladeheart is welcome to join you.” 

“Claire. Are you okay?” I asked, shaking her gently. 

Taking a step back, she turned to me with a wry smile. “Y-Yeah. It’s just 
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that, since I can’t use mana anymore, General Varay’s aura—even 
suppressed—paralyzed me for a second. I’m fine now,” she hurriedly added, 
seeing the concerned expressions on our faces. 

We headed back inside, but my thoughts were on Claire and all the things 
that we had always taken for granted—things she was now incapable of 
doing. 

“Even in a place like this, they stand out,” a voice murmured a few feet away, 
pulling me away from my thoughts. 

“You really have to rate them by a whole different standard,” another voice 
whispered, this time closer. “And here I thought the girls at Kalberk were 
pretty.” 

“You’re into those prim and proper ladies?” his friend replied. “I’ve heard the 
girls down at Blackbend are more ‘willing,’ if you know what I mean.” 

His friend hid a snicker behind a gloved fist but immediately froze when he 
realized my eyes were on him. I repressed the urge to rebuke them; in the 
past, I probably would have done so—and at a volume that everyone could 
hear—but this wasn’t anything new, nor was it worth causing a scene over. 
Besides, my glare was enough to shut him up for now. 

Needless to say, walking alongside General Varay with Curtis, Kathyln, and 
the mysterious Bladeheart child who had, until now, not been seen since the 
Xyrus incident, I turned heads left and right. Looking around, I could see 
men of noble households nudging their companions, trying to be discreet— 
the same way the girls tried to be discreet while they ogled Curtis. 

He and Darvus wore very similar styles of clothing, but the two couldn’t have 
looked more different. While Darvus—with his hair slicked back and his 
attire ornamented with a bit too much gold—looked more like an overdressed 
thug than a noble, there was no doubt for anyone here that Curtis was royalty. 
Walking through the hall filled with staring nobles, I was grateful to have 
General Varay by our side. Even the bolder nobles didn’t dare step in our 
direction with a Lance beside us. 
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Claire leaned toward me. “How do you guys get used to this much attention? 
It’s absolutely nerve-racking.” 

I smiled and whispered back, “Just don’t trip over your own feet.” 

“Great.” She looked down. “Now, I’m conscious of my walking.” 

Arriving near the front of the stage, I caught sight of my parents, along with 
the rest of the Council, seated against the wall. Suddenly, the entire hall 
darkened. 

Gasps of surprise and mutters of confusion erupted. While I wasn’t able to 
enhance my vision like augmenters could, assimilating with the elderwood 
guardian had greatly improved my senses—to the point that I could see the 
members of the Council trading puzzled glances with one another. 

Most people seemed to assume that this was part of the event. The noise 
inside the hall slowly died down until only the soft rustling of clothes could 
be heard. 

Footsteps echoed across the wooden stage, creating even more suspense 
amongst the guests. Then an illuminating artifact, floating above the stage, 
activated to reveal my grandfather, now standing in a pillar of light. 

“Thank you all for waiting!” His sharp voice rang with authority, evoking 
applause from the nobles, but I could only groan in embarrassment. 

Everyone seemed to love the theatrics, but I found them tacky. My 
grandfather, the highest authority in Dicathen during this war, had certainly 
dressed for the part, with a rich burgundy robe embellished with gold trim 
and gleaming black jewels. Even his hair seemed to shimmer like pearls— 
most likely with the help of the lighting—and he stood straight with his hands 
clasped behind him. 

After the applause died down, my grandfather spoke. “First, let me apologize 
to everyone here. I know that little has been said about the purpose of this 
event. This was done intentionally—not for security, and certainly not for 
safety. No, this was done for the sake of surprising each and every person 
here today.” 
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Heads turned as nobles looked at one another in confusion, uncertain if they 
had heard right. 

“Yes, you all heard correctly,” he chuckled. “Some positive news—in the 
form of a surprise—is something we could all use in these times of duress.” 
Murmurs of agreement sounded from those around us. 

“So, since I’ve kept you all waiting long enough, allow me to present to you 
our first step toward victory in this war! We have come together today to 
commend the one responsible for eradicating a central power of the enemy 
side—a retainer!” My grandfather stepped to the side as a whirring noise 
sounded from below. The stage split in half and a gruesome figure, locked in 
a tomb of ice, was raised into view. 

The nobles closest to the stage all took several fearful steps back, some of the 
weaker ones even stumbling. 

Falling into a stupor as I gazed at the Vritra, I felt someone tugging on my 
arm. Looking back, I saw Claire barely managing to stay standing, her face 
deathly white. “Claire?” 

I hurriedly grabbed hold of my friend by the waist to keep her upright. “Do 
you want to go further back?” 

“No.” She shook her head. “I need to be able to at least endure this much.” 

It pained me to see her so helpless—especially because she was someone I 
had once looked up to—but I let her be and turned back toward the stage. 
Considering it was able to emanate such a noxious aura even after death, I 
could only imagine how strong it must’ve been in life. 

As I looked in wonder and horror at the display, I was struck by a thought. 
The Vritra had been encased in ice, and to such a degree that I felt its chill 
from back here. I looked instinctively at General Varay, but she looked as 
stunned as everyone else in the room. 

And her gaze wasn’t fixed on the disfigured monster. 

I peered at the stage and saw another person coming from the back, hidden in 
the shadows behind the column of light shining down on the ice-encased 
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retainer. 

I should have been expecting something like this, after all these years, but I 
wasn’t. I was as stunned as General Varay, and everyone else in this hall, 
when Arthur stepped into view for everyone to see. 
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166 





MEANING 


EVERYONE in the hall held their breath as Arthur came into view, and silently 
waited for him to speak. 

He stood wordlessly and surveyed the outdoor gallery from atop the stage. 
Every person present seemed entranced by the image as their hero stood 
before them, bathed in light, posing dramatically next to the block of ice. 

I had seen Arthur just hours before, and was stunned by how different he 
looked now. His long auburn hair was tied loosely in a knot. Rather than the 
usual formal human attire, he wore a silky decorative robe like us elves. 
However, unlike our traditional garb, the loose sleeves of his robe hung 
barely past his elbows, and the visible portions of his arms were covered by 
thin, tight-fitting gloves. Completing his refined ensemble was a rich fur pelt, 
as white as snow, slung over one shoulder. 

It hadn’t been too long since he had appeared in front of the world, adorned 
in extravagant armor that had dazzled everyone who’d come to watch. Now, 
seeing him up there standing in the column of light in his elegant attire, he 
didn’t seem just dazzling. He radiated an otherworldliness that I had only felt 
in the presence of Master Aldir. 

I was distracted by his transformation, and it was only when Arthur turned 
his head, peering deeply at the Vritra retainer encased in ice, that I realized 
the red burns that had scarred his neck were no longer visible. 

He turned back to face us before speaking, his voice low and steady. 
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“Displaying a corpse as some sort of trophy or keepsake for the masses to 
gawk at is something I deeply disapprove of, but those of you attending this 
event tonight aren’t part of the masses. Each noble here knows that the 
workers, civilians, and inhabitants of your lands are waiting impatiently for 
news regarding this war—until now, vague assumptions and baseless theories 
were the only things you could give them.” 


Arthur paused, but the crowd remained quiet, patiently waiting for him to 
speak again. “Born to a humble background, I have been able to climb to 
where I am now thanks to my family—as well as the friends I met along the 
way. I am now a Lance, and the youngest one at that, but I’m not the 
strongest. The Lances out there, some whom are fighting battles as we speak, 
are far above me in power—yet even I was able to defeat a retainer, one of 
the so-called ‘highest powers’ of the Alacryan army.” 

Arthur paused once more, and excited murmurs began sounding from the 
crowd. I realized that his speech patterns were intentional. He was a year 
younger than me, and with his background, he had neither been taught nor 
prepared for things like speeches or the intricacies of public appearances, yet 
he utilized every breath, word, pause, and gesture to perfectly take control of 
the crowd. 

“As you can see, I’ve sustained no injuries from my battle with this 
supposedly powerful force, and am healthy enough to chatter on like this 
amongst a crowd of nobles,” he said with a smile, eliciting laughter from 
everyone around me. 

Placing one of his gloved hands on the tomb of ice, he shifted his gaze to 
where the Council was seated. “This is not only my offering to the Council, 
who has granted me this role, but is also a gift that I hope you can all take 
home and share with your people—figuratively, of course.” 

Cheers and laughs erupted after Arthur bowed, signaling the end of his 
speech. The illuminating artifacts turned back on as Arthur left the stage and 
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my grandfather took his place. 

“Please feel free to get a closer look at the Vritra, and I hope you enjoy the 
rest of the evening.” With that, a few guards replaced my grandfather on 
stage, and the crowd burst into chatter and shuffling movement. 

The Council came up first. Though they tried to hide their astonishment, it 
was obvious by their expressions that this was the first time any of them had 
seen the corpse. I watched as my parents, along with the elder Glayders, 
studied the frozen tomb. Only the dwarven elder, Rahdeas, kept his distance, 
his expression subtly strained. 

“Princess Tessia, would you like me to escort you to the corpse?” General 
Varay asked, a rare hint of anticipation in her sharp eyes. 

I didn’t want to disappoint the Lance, so Curtis, Kathyln, Claire, and I 
followed her toward the stage where nobles were already beginning to 
surround the frozen Vritra. 

Reaching the front, I looked past the soldiers standing guard and examined 
the corpse inside the ice. It was hard for me to look at the Vritra for too long, 
though. In terms of its physical attributes, it—she—looked human, but 
staring at the two hollowed-out cavities where her eyes should have been 
filled me with a fear that couldn’t be blocked by mana. 

I watched as Varay stared intently at all angles of the Vritra, her hands 
moving along the ice tomb as Claire studied the corpse wearily. Suddenly I 
remembered. 

“Claire.” I gently tugged on her sleeve. “Wait right here! Let me go get 
Arthur!” 

“What? Tessia, no—” 

Ignoring Claire, I quickly made my way to the back of the stage, behind the 
curtains. 

“This area is off—” The female guard stationed behind the stage retreated a 
few steps when she recognized me. “Princess Tessia?” 

I smiled, quickly making up an excuse. “My grandfather is expecting me to 
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meet him.” 

The guard’s gaze shifted toward the narrow staircase beside her. “General 
Arthur and Commander Virion have ordered me to allow no one down these 
stairs, not even the rest of the Council,” she replied hesitantly. 

“I know. They told me not to tell the Council that I’m here, either,” I lied. 
“Now please—they are expecting me.” 

She hesitated for a moment longer, then stepped aside with a nod, motioning 
for me to go down. 

I didn’t thank her—that would’ve been suspicious. I just nodded back and 
headed down the staircase. 

It was wide enough for only one person at a time, and seemed to spiral down 
endlessly. So long and repetitive was the staircase, it would have seemed like 
an illusion if not for the slight nuances in the design of each of the 
illuminating artifacts. 

I quieted my steps with wind magic as I went further down the stairs. I knew 
what I was doing was wrong—even if it was just Arthur and my grandfather 
—but I was too curious about what these important matters were and why 
they needed to keep them secret, even from the Council. 

Once I got close enough to hear faint voices muttering behind closed doors, I 
withdrew my magic. Both Grandpa and Arthur were freakishly sensitive to 
mana fluctuations, so if I wanted to eavesdrop, I would have to rely on just 
my hearing. Thanks to my enhanced senses after my beast will’s assimilation, 
I was able to make out what they were saying. From the sound of it, the 
artificer Gideon was there as well. 

“Don’t push yourself, brat,” my grandfather grunted. 

“I’m fine. I didn’t need to use magic, so it’s just physical fatigue more than 
anything else,” Arthur replied. His voice was weak, compared to how he had 
sounded up on stage. “This paste is rather stifling though.” 

“Best not touch your neck, or it will wear off more quickly,” Gideon 
muttered. “You wouldn’t want your scars showing during the party.” 
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“Right,” Arthur responded, his voice taut as a bowstring. “I still have to go 
back out there.” 

“Of course you do. You’re the star of the event,’ Grandpa replied. “Your 
speech was convincing enough, though, so it might not be necessary for you 
to stay until the end.” 

“Good. Gideon, how did the recording go?” Arthur asked. 

“It was a hassle trying to capture the images at the exact moments you 
specified. There’s still a bit of a delay between the moment I press the trigger 
and when the image is—hold on, let me take note of that so I can fix it.” 
“Focus, Gideon,” Arthur snapped, his voice impatient. 

“I know you just had your legs forcefully torn into a mess and put back 
together, but that’s no excuse for being grumpy with me,” Gideon grumbled. 
“Anyway, I was able to capture the images of Rahdeas’s face when Virion 
first announced the Vritra, then when Arthur first came into view, and when 
Arthur said he had sustained no injuries,” Gideon noted. 

“Here, let me see that,” my grandfather said. ““What’s Rahdeas looking at in 
this picture?” 

“Not what, who,” Arthur answered. “He’s looking at General Varay, who 
was in the crowd. I suggested to Tessia’s father that we have the Lance look 
after the royal children.” 

“So Rahdeas thought General Varay was the one who killed the Vritra?” 
Gideon asked. 

“Wait. Is that why you froze the retainer’s corpse? To make him think it was 
Varay?” My grandfather sounded surprised. 

“T wanted him to think that it had taken the strongest Lance to kill one of the 
strongest forces in the Alacryan army before it was revealed that I killed her,” 
Arthur explained. 

“You always have a few tricks up your sleeves, don’t you?” my grandfather 
said, a touch of pride in his voice. 

“Look at Rahdeas’s face when he first saw the Vritra come up encased in ice. 
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He’s surprised and looks immediately over toward Varay,” the artificer 
pointed out. “Then look at this image, after Arthur comes into view, and then 
when Arthur announced that he, the weakest of the Lances, had kicked the 
retainer’s ass without even sustaining an injury.” 

“Shock and anger,” my grandfather noted. “Most would be surprised and 
grow progressively happier to learn that the weakest Lance is stronger than 
one of the supposed Alacryan powerhouses.” 

“This still doesn’t prove that Rahdeas is actively helping the Alacryans, but 
this does give us a good idea of what his stance is on all of this,” Arthur 
added. “We’ll know for sure in the next battle when...” 

Arthur’s voice trailed off. I couldn’t hear any of them anymore. 

Lord Rahdeas is helping the Alacryans? 

I needed to hear more. Just what was Arthur planning in this next battle? 

I inched down a few more steps to get closer, but I still couldn’t hear them. 
Damn it. | knew it was risky, but I decided to take the chance, hoping that 
Arthur’s weakened state would allow me to use just a tiny bit of magic. 
Before I could do so, however, a surge of mana erupted in front of me, and I 
covered my face with my arms on instinct. 

“So, we had a little mouse sneaking around outside our door.” My stomach 
sank as I realized Arthur’s voice was now just inches away from me. 
“Surprise,” I said weakly. 

ARTHUR LEYWIN 

I very much enjoyed the surprised look on Tessia’s face when she realized 
she had been caught. Virion, close behind me, grumbled a curse under his 
breath as he realized it was his own granddaughter who had been 
eavesdropping. 

“You know, boys don’t like girls who snoop around like this,’ Gideon 
quipped. 

Tess’s gaze flickered to me before looking away. “I wasn’t snooping. I came 
back here to look for Arthur and the guard let me in rather easily.” 
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“Yes, ’'m sure the guard did,” Virion replied, then cast a barrier around all 
four of us. “Now—how much did you hear?” 

“Enough,” she answered, her expression turning serious. “Is Lord Rahdeas 
really—” 

“We’re not sure yet,” I cut in. “It’s too soon to assume anything or act on any 
of the information we’ve gathered so far.” 

Her gaze fell, downcast. “I see.” 

“Is there anything else we need to go over, Virion?” I looked over my 
shoulder at the old elf. 

“T think we’ve shaken Rahdeas up enough for today. Good work, brat,” 
Virion answered with a nod. 

I turned back to Tess. “Then would you like to accompany me for the rest of 
the event?” 

She was taken aback at first, but then her face lit up in a bright smile. “Sure!” 
We headed back up the stairs, where we were greeted by lively music and 
laughter, along with the frequent clinking of glasses. 

“The mood sure turned festive,” I noted. 

Tessia casually linked her arm through mine. “If I don’t do this, every 
nobleman within eyeshot will try to either ask me for a dance or to have a 
drink with him,” she explained, looking the other way. 

“Every nobleman, huh?” I teased. “My meek childhood friend has sure turned 
confident.” 

She tightened her grip on my arm, pinching it as she waved to the nearby 
nobles who greeted her. 

Unable to express my pain with so many eyes watching, I casually leaned 
toward her, prying her fingers from my arm as I whispered, “Same old 
Tessia, resorting to violence, I see.” 

“It’s because only violence seems to work on someone as slow as you, 
General,” she replied with a feigned smile. 

As we walked through the large open venue of the party, I was greeted left 
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and right by nobles from cities all over Dicathen. Despite her childish antics, 
Tess was a big help throughout the evening. She pointed out notable guests 
whom I should greet and share a drink with, and others who would be plenty 
satisfied with just a sincere greeting. 

While I had experience with events like this from my former life, I knew very 
little of the politics involving the three kingdoms. Tess, on the other hand, 
knew exactly who was important, and knew their various personalities. By 
subtly leading the conversations and keeping them brief, while making sure 
not to offend anyone, Tess made my night much easier. 

Perhaps the only downside to having her beside me was the occasional glare 
and pinch she gave me whenever she caught me returning a smile to the 
many ladies who greeted me. 

She seemed to think I should only extend courtesy to those members of 
society outside my potential dating range. 

“Brother!” Ellie called from the crowd. 

Looking around, I caught sight of her—she was excitedly waving her arm 
amidst a group of friends. Even from here I could see the glimmering bracelet 
she wore, embedded with the pink beast core of a phoenix wyrm I had gotten 
for her and Mother. I waved back, and headed over to them. When I reached 
the group, my sister unexpectedly wrapped her arms around my waist. 
“Ellie?” I said, startled. 

““H-He really is your brother!” a pig-tailed girl in a puffy dress stammered as 
she tugged on Ellie’s sleeve. 

“Girls, I'd like you all to meet my brother Arthur, and Princess Tessia,” Ellie 
announced, puffing out her chest as she wrapped her arms around my free 
arm. 

“It’s an honor, General Arthur! Princess Tessia!” said a curly-haired girl in an 
overly-embellished white dress. 

“You were so cool up there, General Arthur,” another girl exclaimed, inching 
closer to us. “Is it true that you took no injuries at all when you defeated the 
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retainer?” 

Looking at these little girls’ sparkling gazes, I suddenly felt embarrassed. 

“As pretty and fragile as he looks, he’s actually one of the strongest mages in 
all of Dicathen,” Tess answered for me. 

“You’re so lucky to have him as your brother,” a small girl with bobbed hair 
and a frilly dress said jealously. “My oldest brother wasn’t able to get into 
Xyrus, so he’s going to some no-name academy in Carn City, and my father 
sent my second brother to fight in the war after he caused trouble with 
another noble’s daughter.” 

I watched silently as my sister resumed gossiping with her friends. It was a 
relief to see her laughing and smiling, as opposed to shedding tears over my 
injuries and our parents being far away. 

After I gave my sister another hug, Tess and I walked away from her group. 
“It’s funny how my sister always finds the need to introduce me to everyone 
she knows,” I said with a smile. “Even on her seventh birthday party at the 
Helstea Manor, she told every one of her little friends.” 

“She just wants to show off her older brother,” Tess giggled, lightly holding 
onto my arm. “Even girls her age love to gossip and brag about what they 
have, and for Ellie, her one and only brother is a great source of pride.” 
“Well, I’m just glad she seems to be surrounded by girls.” 

“I’m sure your sister is pretty popular with the boys,” Tessia teased. 

I froze, glancing back at my sister and her friends, just in time to see a small 
group of noble boys approaching them. 

Tess tugged on my arm. “Come now; don’t be overbearing.” 

My eyes shifted toward the back of the venue, where a large brown bear was 
gnawing on a thick bone. As if sensing my gaze, Boo stared at me with 
intelligent eyes. I jerked my head, pointing toward Ellie and her group. 

Boo turned, and after noticing the group of boys, nodded once. 

I nodded back. 

He knew what had to be done. 
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“What are you doing?” Tess asked as I turned back and resumed moving 
across the room. 

Behind me, I heard a loud growl and the frightened screams of little boys. 
“Nothing.” 

After greeting a few more nobles, I excused myself and found a chair, where 
I slumped down to rest. My legs were on the verge of shaking, but I was still 
pleased at how well they’d healed. 

Tess seemed to be searching for someone, stretching her neck as she tiptoed 
to see over the people around us. 

“Wait here,” she blurted, before bolting off into the crowd. After some time, I 
spotted her heading back with General Varay beside her, a downcast look on 
her face. 

“General,” I greeted her, getting up from my seat. 

“General,” she echoed tersely, her eyes examining me. 

“I’m so sorry, Arthur,” Tess apologized. “General Varay said she left. She 
didn’t want to see you.” 

“What are you talking about?” I replied. “Who didn’t want to see me?” 

Tess sighed deeply. “Claire Bladeheart. She was here today.” 
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THE CONFIDENCE TO 


ARTHUR LEYWIN 

“How many troops do you need?” King Blaine asked as we studied the 
detailed map spread across the round table. 

“Three—no—two divisions should suffice,” I answered. 

“General Arthur, the western coast is where we need to be allocating most of 
our forces,” Rahdeas countered, placing his finger near Etistin and Telmore 
City. “Sending nearly twenty thousand troops up north will make this area 
too vulnerable.” 

“T have to agree with Elder Rahdeas,” King Alduin added. “There are several 
battles near the coast that have been going on for days. Withdrawing even a 
single division would tip the balance in the enemy’s favor.” 

Queen Priscilla rolled up the transmission scroll she’d been reading. “We are 
still evacuating civilians from both Telmore and Etistin. If forces on the coast 
are withdrawn, our troops will be pushed back and the battles will move to 
the cities.” 

“Commander, we can perhaps send some of the elven troops stationed near 
Asyphin City down toward the edge of the border. Two divisions seem 
feasible,” Queen Merial advised, her brows knitted in concern. 

Seated in front of me, Virion turned his gaze to the Lances, all standing 
upright behind their respective artifact holders. “Generals? What do you 
think?” 
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“General Arthur’s vague suspicion based on the loose evidence of what he 
thinks he ‘saw’ doesn’t justify sacrificing a city or two.” General Bairon 
nearly spat the words. 

“Bairon’s nasty tone aside, he makes a good point,” said Mica, the female 
dwarven Lance, who looked no older than my sister. “Moving that many 
troops a few hundred miles will take time, even with the help of teleportation 
gates.” 

“General Aya? General Varay? General Olfred?” Virion asked. “Do you all 
agree?” 

General Olfred, the oldest of the Lances, nodded. “It is too much of a risk.” 
“Sorry, General,” the elven Lance beside me whispered before speaking up. 
“T agree—it isn’t wise.” 

We all looked to Varay, who was the only Lance here that I wasn’t confident 
I could defeat. 

“If General Arthur’s claim is true, the right choice would be to send two 
divisions—if not more—up north,” the Lance answered curtly. 

It was surprising to have General Varay’s support, but it worked against me 
in this case. However, Virion took advantage of her words to introduce the 
idea I really wanted to go with. 

“General Varay is right in that, if what General Arthur claims is true, troops 
must be sent. After all, there has only been one sighting of a retainer since the 
war started—if a retainer and a Scythe lead this next attack, the damages 
would be catastrophic without appropriate measures.” 

Everyone nodded in agreement. 

“Therefore—” Virion paused, his eyes shifting from one Lance to another— 
“I propose we send two Lances along with General Arthur to investigate 
whether or not there really is going to be a major attack led by a retainer and 
a Scythe up north.” 

The rest of the council exchanged glances, each of them waiting for someone 
to come up with an argument against it. 


Page 243 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


“Commander.” King Blaine spoke up. “The Lances are the central figures for 
the divisions out in battle right now. If they are gone for too long, morale will 
decrease. And if a retainer or Scythe shows up in battle—” 

“King Glayder,” Virion interrupted, his sharp stare piercing the human king. 
“Why do you think the Lances have refrained from partaking in most of the 
battles so far?” 

The red-haired king remained silent. 

“It’s quite simple. It’s not worth it,’ Virion continued. “Large-scale 
destructive spells cast by any of our Lances would kill not just the enemy’s 
army but our own as well. Even if we had everyone retreat, this is home 
ground. Land will be destroyed and left uninhabitable. Even if the Lances 
withheld their power and fought with the soldiers out on the field, sword in 
hand, there would still be casualties and deaths—on top of the risk of 
attracting the Alacryans’ retainers or Scythes. 

“Always keep in mind when fighting that our citizens have to live on this 
land. The goal is to win this war, but we must also preserve as much of our 
civilization as possible.” Virion’s authoritative gaze shifted from one ruler to 
another, directing this lesson to everyone present in the room. “That being 
said, if we can avoid a large-scale battle, with both Scythes and retainers 
fighting on the other side, by simply sending two Lances, then I'd say it’s a 
small price to pay. Our troops can go a few days without their leaders holding 
their hands.” 

Although the Council’s reluctance was evident on their faces, they slowly 
nodded in agreement. 

Virion clasped his hands together with a smile. “Good. Now which two 
Lances will accompany Arthur on this investigation up north?” 

A thin hand rose from across the table. “Lord Aldir is the artifact holder for 
my two Lances. Although he is not here, I think it’s safe to assume that I can 
volunteer to send them with Arthur.” 

I resisted the urge to smile. Everything was going as | had planned. 
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Virion played it cool as well, acting as if he was pondering Rahdeas’s 
decision. 

“Indeed! Since Lord Aldir is not present, I think it’s only sensible to have the 
dwarven Lances under Elder Rahdeas’s command,” King Blaine seconded. 
“The battles are taking place in Sapin, so I agree that sending General Olfred 
and General Mica would be the ideal option,” Queen Merial added. 

Virion nodded slowly, as if almost reluctant. “Very well. General Olfred and 
General Mica, temporarily under Elder Rahdeas’s command, shall head up 
north with General Arthur to investigate the possibility that a retainer and a 
Scythe are planning an attack.” 

Both dwarven Lances bowed respectfully, as did I. 

“This is a reconnaissance mission, but I leave the situation to your best 
judgment. Priority is to not alert our enemies, especially if a retainer or 
Scythe is present. If circumstances permit a realistic chance of averting a full- 
scale battle, you may engage. Remember, our priority is to keep the battle 
away from civilians,” Virion added. “Prepare to leave tomorrow at sunrise. 
Rest of the Lances, dismissed.” 

Walking through the dim hall outside the meeting room, I took a deep breath 
and let it out slowly, feeling the tension release from my chest. I had always 
hated meetings like these—tense and full of roundabout ways to say no or 
invent reasons not to take action unless certain that there was a personal 
benefit. While the Council appeared to present a united front of leaders from 
all three races to the public, their deep-rooted ideals and selfishness toward 
their own kingdoms were immediately apparent when you stepped into a 
Council meeting. Aldir’s execution of the Greysunders for their betrayal had 
inspired a certain amount of fear in the other royal families, but King 
Glayder, in particular, had grown bold since the war began in earnest. It was 
only the force of Virion’s leadership that allowed any consensus to be found 
within the Council meetings. 

Though Virion and I had achieved our desired result, this was just the 
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beginning. I scratched at my neck; Gideon’s concealing paste made my skin 
itch profusely, but I couldn’t take it off until I was alone. Despite the 
discomfort, I had somewhat enjoyed the rest of the evening. But one thing 
weighed heavily on my mind: Claire had been at the party. 

She had seen me, but hadn’t wanted me to see her. I hadn’t seen her since 
Xyrus; the last memory I had of her was the sight of her being impaled. I 
tried to think of reasons why she was avoiding me, but the sound of footsteps 
behind me snapped me back to reality. 

“Looks like we’ll be on a mission together!” a high voice sounded from 
several paces behind me. 

“General Mica, General Olfred,” I greeted them politely, turning to face 
them. 

“Just call me Mica.” The childlike dwarf smiled, while General Olfred simply 
nodded in acknowledgment. 

“I’d prefer to preserve the formalities,” I said, gently refusing. “You are my 
seniors as Lances, after all.” 

“At least the boy has some manners, despite his meager upbringing,” General 
Olfred said with a raised brow. 

Boy, we’re really going to get along. 

The only real impression I had of General Olfred was from when I had first 
been taken to the floating castle after the incident at Xyrus Academy. He had 
saved me from Lucas’s brother, General Bairon, back then. However, he had 
only been following orders. 

“Well, if you'll excuse me. I should get some rest for the long journey 
tomorrow.” I bowed lightly before turning back to the main staircase. 

As I walked up to the residential floors, I probed Sylvie’s mind to see 
whether she was awake. Seeing that my bond was deep in slumber, I took a 
small detour. 

When I reached the room at the end of the hall, I knocked on the thick 
wooden door. 
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“Coming,” Tessia’s voice called out. 

The door slid open without a single creak, and Tess stood on the other side. 
She was dressed in sleepwear but her hair was still dripping with water. 
“You’re la—Arthur?” Tess gasped. “What are you doing here?” 

“Sorry.” I smiled. “Were you expecting someone?” 

“Yes, Caria was supposed to come over. Arthur, what’s wrong?” she asked, 
noticing my blank gaze. 

“Nothing. You just look a lot different from when you were at the event.” 
Tess wrapped a towel around her head as she scowled at me. “Wow! Thanks 
for pointing that out!” 

Realizing my mistake, I quickly shook my head. “No, I meant it in a good 
way. You look more like the Tessia I spent three years with way back then.” 
“You need to work on your flattery skills,” she said, her tone flat. “Wait—no, 
actually. Don’t work on them.” 

I laughed self-consciously. “Do you want to take a little walk with me?” 

She pulled a thin robe over her sleepwear, and accompanied me down the 
hall toward the balcony where my sister had set up her target planks. Neither 
of us spoke as we walked side by side. Our arms weren’t linked as they had 
been at the event, but this somehow felt more intimate. 

We reached the grassy terrace surrounded by trees, but continued walking 
until we were at the very edge. Sitting against the thick trunk of a nearby tree, 
I stared out at the night sky. The clouds below us moved slowly, dimly lit by 
the large moon overhead. 

“The stars are beautiful,” I said admiringly. Coming from a world where 
brightly-lit cities masked the stars, being able to see such a serene spectacle 
was a blessing I had come to appreciate. 

“It’s quiet nights like these when I wonder if there really is a war happening 
down below us,” Tess said softly. “I sometimes come out here and imagine 
that the clouds below us are the ocean, and I’m floating aimlessly on a boat. 
Childish, right?” 
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“T think you have the right to be a little childish at times,” I said. “You’re the 
head of an entire unit now. You’re responsible for the lives of the people you 
lead. That’ll never be an easy burden to carry, no matter how much 
experience you gain.” 

“You say that as if you’ve been one,” she replied, bringing her knees close to 
her chest. “You’re technically a general, but the Lances don’t really lead 
soldiers.” 

“You're right, and in that regard I have it much easier. The main duty of a 
Lance is to single-handedly overpower an opposing enemy of their own 
caliber.” I turned to my childhood friend. “Which brings me to why I wanted 
to see you.” 

“Does it have something to do with what you were talking about with 
Grandpa and Gideon?” 

“Was it that obvious?” 

“You’re not the type to do something as sentimental as this without reason,” 
she pointed out. “You either have to go away for a long time, do something 
dangerous again, or both.” 

“Am I that much of an open book?” I asked, looking away from the stars and 
into her twinkling eyes. 

“You’re more like an open chapter.” Tess smiled. “There are some parts that 
are so obvious, yet there are times I feel like I don’t know you at all.” 

“Such as?” 

She shook her head. “Well, for one thing, I want to know how you’re such an 
expert at everything you choose to do. What’s your secret?” 

“Secret?” 

“Magic, fighting, artificing, giving speeches—hell, even espionage and 
military strategy,” she listed. “I know complaining how unfair it is won’t do 
anything. I’m just curious.” 

I held my tongue. The temptation to reveal everything about my past life had 
been growing each time I saw Tess, but now wasn’t the time. “I just read a lot 
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of books when I was younger.” 

“T don’t know what I expected.” Her expression was full of doubt and 
disappointment, but she didn’t question me any further. 

“Tess, you don’t need to be in such a hurry to get stronger. You’re doing 
fine,” I comforted her. 

“It’s just frustrating.” She said wearily. 

“Frustrating?” 

“IT try my best to catch up to you. My mana core is just a half-step behind 
yours, I’m a beast tamer just like you, and I’ve studied under some of the best 
teachers in the continent, as well as an asura, just like you. Yet, I feel like the 
closer I get to reaching you, the farther you slip away from my grasp.” 

POSS ns 

“Just promise me you'll return back safely.” She gently ran her finger across 
my neck, where my scar had settled. Using a simple water spell, she loosened 
and peeled away the bandage that I had applied to hide the unsightly mark. “I 
don’t care how many scars you come back with, as long as you’re breathing 
and in one piece.” 

I could feel my face beginning to burn at her words. I tried to think of 
something to distract us both; then I thought back to our argument in front of 
Cynthia Goodsky’s grave. Then and now, she had gotten worked up about the 
same thing. “Why is it so important for you to catch up to me, Tess?” 

For a moment, the world around us was quiet as she stared off into the night 
sky. “Because only then will I have the confidence to tell you that I love you 
again.” 

Before I could even process her words, Tess turned to face me. Her 
expression softened and she gave me a smile so genuinely sweet, and with 
just a hint of shyness, that a sudden warmth rushed through me. 
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168 





VIEW FROM THE SKY 


OLFRED WAREND 

It didn’t surprise me when Elder Rahdeas came to visit me, telling me he had 
brought home an infant human boy. I was familiar with his kindness; I myself 
had been a recipient of his goodwill, after all. 

He had taken me away from the cruel streets of the upper caverns, giving me 
food and shelter in his own home. Treating me as if I were his blood, he 
taught me to read and write and, after discovering my natural inclination 
toward magic, even taught me the basics of mana manipulation. 

But even then, I was cautious. Growing up without a home or family taught 
me to be suspicious of everyone. There was always the nagging thought that 
maybe this man was just nurturing me to sell me off one day. However, that 
wasn’t the case. 

Years passed happily and my suspicions had long since evaporated—I had 
come to consider myself his son. After graduating as one of the top conjurers 
at Earthborn Institute, located in the capital city of Vildoral, I had been 
selected to train to become a guard with the royal family. 

The Greysunders were greedy and looked down on their entire race, always 
discontent with how they were perceived—inferior to the humans and elves. 
But I served the king and queen faithfully and with the highest respect; that is 
what Rahdeas taught me. 

After decades of dedicated service to the royal family, I heard talk of 
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choosing the next two Lances, and it soon came to light that I had been 
selected as one of the candidates. At first, I had planned to drop out of the 
private tournament; if I had wanted my life bound to someone, it would be no 
one but Rahdeas. 

Rahdeas had respected my decision—until the day he brought home the boy 
he named Elijah. Without giving me any details about how he had come 
across a human infant, Rahdeas urged me to become a Lance and to represent 
the dwarven people as a general, to forge the soulbond with the royal family 
and serve them faithfully. I argued, saying that I did not wish to chain my life 
irrevocably to the Greysunders, but Rahdeas assured me with utmost 
confidence that it would only be temporary—that I would be bound to him in 
the end. 

I had learned during my time as a guard for the royal family that the 
Greysunders had been in power since the creation of Darv, yet Rahdeas was 
somehow able to guarantee their downfall. 

He was the man I respected as a father and savior. Even if I disobeyed the 
king, I would never disobey Rahdeas. 

Another decade passed. The human boy grew under the care of Rahdeas, and 
for the first time in history, the Lances were knighted in public. 

Rahdeas was kind, but he was a man who, despite his love for his people, 
kept his thoughts to himself. He never told me what he meant when he said 
my soulbond with the Greysunders wasn’t permanent, or why he kept our ties 
a secret from the boy. He never explained who exactly it was who had told 
him that this boy was supposed to be the savior of the dwarves. 

“You're quiet, Olfred,” Rahdeas said from the other side of the large circular 
room, drawing me out of my contemplation of the past and back into the 
present. “What’s the matter?” 

“Nothing, my lord.” I pried my gaze away from the window and faced the 
man who’d raised me. 

“Olfred, ve told you to call me Rahdeas when we’re alone,” he scolded 
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gently. “Now take a seat and have a drink with this old man.” 

“T have grown old as well.” I took a seat across from him, accepting the 
goblet he handed me. 

“The view of the moon is magnificent, is it not?” he said, taking a swig from 
his goblet, which seemed tiny in his large hand. 

“Tt is,” I agreed. 

“What an ignorant misconception of the humans and elves—they think that 
just because we live underground, we prefer caves over buildings. With the 
unbearable gales that batter Darv constantly, did they never stop to think that 
we didn’t construct tall towers and buildings because we couldn ’t?” 

I nodded, looking out the window as I took a sip. “Ignorance leads to false 
assumptions and interpretations.” 

“Very true. But times of change are upon us.” Rahdeas idly traced the scar 
running across his left eye. “The time has come, my child.” 

Reaching over the table, Rahdeas gently grabbed my wrist, then clasped my 
hand in his. “Are there any doubts or hesitations clouding your mind?” 
“None... Father.” The word felt foreign to me. I had never said it aloud, 
despite always thinking of him that way. But I knew I would regret it if I 
didn’t say it before my time came to an end. 

The corners of Rahdeas’s eyes crinkled in a gentle smile as he held my hand 
firmly. “Good, good. My only regret is that you won’t be here to see the 
triumph of our people. If only you had been bound to me instead of that 
asura.”” 

I shook my head. “There are some things we cannot change. But there is one 
thing I want you to know.” 

“What is it?” 

“I know your ambitions for our people, but that is not why I am doing this. 
Our people were the ones who scorned me and beat me while I was on the 
streets. I just want you to know that the reason I can do all this, without 
hesitation, is because it is what you desire.” 
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Closing his eye, Rahdeas nodded slowly. “Good child. Very good.” 
ARTHUR LEYWIN 

I sat down at the edge of my bed, removing the pin that held my hair up. My 
bond let out a soft grunt of acknowledgment before falling back asleep, 
leaving me to the silent peace of the night. 

Tess’s voice echoed in my head, her words conflicting with my priorities. 

“To tell you that I love you again,” I repeated softly to myself. There were 
only a few things I truly wanted in this lifetime. Not fame, power, or wealth; 
I’d had that and more during my previous life. What I wanted—the reason I 
was fighting this war—was something I hadn’t been able to do as Grey: 
simply to grow old with my loved ones. For that, I was willing to go up 
against any enemies, asuras or not. 

But I had trouble fighting the temptation to throw everything away. There 
were times I wanted to just escape to the edge of the Beast Glades with Tess 
and my family. 

Selfishness made me question my every move. 

This isn’t your war, Arthur. 

Your legs are near-crippled and you have scars all over your body; haven’t 
you done enough? 

You're fighting for your people again. You did that in your last life, and look 
where it got you. 

I realized why I was constantly pushing Tess away, giving her excuses or 
roundabout answers for a later date. 

I was afraid. 

I was afraid that if I let her in, my selfishness would become uncontrollable 
—that I would throw away Dicathen to save the few I truly loved. 

Time trickled by while I was lost in my thoughts and before I knew it, the 
rising sun, still hidden by the clouds below, had painted the skyline a vibrant 
orange. 

Removing the luxurious attire I had worn to the event last night, I slipped into 
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a comfortable shirt and vest. I tucked the ends of my pants into my boots 
before draping a thick cloak over my shoulders. “It’s time to go, Sylv.” 
Sylvie’s bright yellow eyes fluttered open. Hopping off the bed, she came to 
stand beside me, watching me as I carefully applied the special paste to hide 
the large scar on my neck. ‘J’m ready.’ 

Before heading downstairs, I stopped by my sister’s room and knocked on 
her door. “Ellie, it’s your brother.” 

The door slid open, revealing my sister in mid-yawn, her hair frizzy on one 
side and flat on the other. Behind her, lying on his belly beside the bed, was 
Boo. He peeked at us with one eye before going back to sleep. “Brother? 
What’s wro—” 

She stopped in mid-sentence, staring at my clothes. “You’re leaving again? 
Already?” 

I forced a smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes. “Ill be back soon.” I pulled 
my sister into my arms. 

“You don’t have to come back soon, just come back alive.” She squeezed me 
tight before pulling away, then kneeled down and hugged Sylvie. My sister 
smiled widely but tears had already begun welling up in the corners of her 
eyes. 

I tousled her nest of ash-brown hair. “I promise.” 

I made my way down the stairs with Sylvie, and we were greeted by a chirpy 
Mica and stern-faced Olfred at the front of the corridor leading to the 
teleportation room. 

The gruff, elderly dwarf, who came up to my shoulders despite his ramrod 
straight posture, immediately turned away from me and headed down the 
hall. “We’ll be traveling by flight rather than through the gates,” he said over 
his shoulder. 

General Mica, on the other hand, strolled leisurely by my side. By the smile 
on her small, creamy face, one might have thought she was on her way to a 
picnic. 
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“Mica’s excited to finally go on a mission with you,” she said as we trailed 
behind General Olfred. ““The other Lances talk about you, although not all of 
it is good.” 

“Do you always refer to yourself in the third person?” I asked. 

“Most of the time; why? Is it making you fall for Mica?” She winked. “Mica 
may look like this, but Mica’s a little too old for you.” 

“What a shame,” I said, unable to keep the sarcasm from leaking into my 
voice. 

“Let’s hurry,” General Olfred barked as the soldiers standing guard in front 
of the landing room swung the doors open. “Time spent on this journey 
means time spent away from the battles already in progress.” 

The artificers and workers inside dropped what they were doing and saluted 
upon our arrival. One person, however, walked toward us with an innocent 
smile. 

“Elder Rahdeas,” General Olfred greeted him, bowing deeply while Mica and 
I simply dipped our heads. 

“Lances.” Rahdeas’s smile deepened, the scar running through his left eye 
curving. “Excuse my intrusion; I merely wanted to send you all off in 
person.” 

“Tt’s an honor,” General Olfred replied. 

Rahdeas walked to me, staring at me silently. When he smiled at me, I 
couldn’t help but wish this person wasn’t a traitor—that I had suspected him 
wrongly. 

I still regretted the fact that I wasn’t able to protect Elijah. The thought of 
indicting and, if my suspicions proved true, killing the man who had raised 
my friend as his own left a bitter taste in my mouth. 

Rahdeas placed a large hand gently on my arm. “You must be fatigued from 
your previous battle. By the asuras, let’s hope your suspicions turn out to be 
false so you can hurry back and get some proper rest.” 

While his expression and gesture seemed genuine, Rahdeas’s words seemed 
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carefully chosen. Nonetheless, I replied with a smile. “Yes, let’s hope so.” 
Maybe I am being too suspicious of him, 1 thought. He was Elijah’s 
caretaker, after all. 

‘While that may be the case, you shouldn’t factor that so heavily in regards to 
your suspicions now,’ Sylvie advised. 

Rahdeas released my arm, then gave one more meaningful nod to his Lances 
before stepping out of our path. 

Olfred led the way to the portal on the other side of the large room. “We’re 
ready to depart. Don’t fly beneath the clouds.” 

“Will your bond be fast enough to keep up with Mica and Olfred?” Mica 
asked. 

The prideful Sylvie, with a contemptuous snort, chose that moment to 
transform into a full-sized dragon. The floors of the castle trembled and the 
workers around us instinctively backed away, despite having seen my bond 
before. 

“T’Il manage,” she rumbled as her long tail swept me off my feet and placed 
me on the base of her neck. 

The wall in front of us, lowered by a drawbridge mechanism, leaned outward 
from the castle to create a large skydock. 

I was nearly thrown off by the screeching winds that immediately buffeted 
Sylvie’s large body. The roof and the multiple terraces were protected by a 
transparent barrier of mana, but we were hit with the full force of the winds at 
an altitude of more than twenty thousand feet. 

Our voices were lost in the wind, and General Olfred merely pointed in the 
direction we were supposed to head. Then he and Mica took off into the 
clouds. 

I'll never get tired of this view, I thought, looking out as the morning sun 
became more prominent, casting an ethereal glow on the clouds. 

‘Agreed.’ Sylvie sucked in a deep breath before spreading out her wings. She 
let the wind carry her body off the dock, and we followed closely behind the 
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others, not knowing what the outcome of this journey might be. 
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169 





A DWARVEN NIGHT 


I speNT the entirety of the first day on Sylvie’s back. Without a word 
muttered to either of the dwarven Lances, we traveled until night fell and my 
legs, already taxed from the hours of gripping tightly onto the base of my 
bond’s neck, could no longer take the strain of riding on bare scale, even with 
the protection of thick cloth and mana. 

So, because of my limitations, we stopped for the night and made camp near 
the base of the Grand Mountains, just a few miles north of Valden City. 
“Please, help yourself.” I held out a skewer of grilled fish toward Generals 
Mica and Olfred. 

The childlike dwarven Lance happily accepted the charred freshwater fish, 
crunching through the bones as if they didn’t exist, but the older Lance 
merely shook his head. 

“If you have enough energy to cook, perhaps we should leave soon,” he said, 
ignoring my courtesy. His eyes remained fixed on a book he had brought. 
“Don’t mind him,” Mica said, her mouth still full of fish. “The old man 
doesn’t eat food given by anyone he doesn’t fully trust.” 

I nodded, tossing the fish I had grilled for General Olfred to Sylvie. She 
snapped and the blackened fish disappeared inside her maw. My bond 
remained in her original draconic form, curled up at the edge of our small 
camp. With her black scales, Sylvie seemed to almost disappear despite her 
large frame—the only part of her that was visible were her bright, topaz eyes, 
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which seemed to hover in the dark. 

‘These small morsels do little more than get stuck between my teeth,’ Sylvie 
grumbled in my head. 

I know, but you'll have to make do with these for now. Besides, you can 
easily go for weeks without eating, I replied, helping myself to a skewered 
fish. The fish’s charred skin carried a smoky sweetness from the fire, filling 
my mouth with flavor despite the lack of seasoning. 

‘Yes, but I eat for the flavor rather than the nutrients, ’ she retorted. 

Maybe you can find some mana beasts further north. We’re still too close to 
Valden. 

The rest of the meal was quiet, except for the soft gurgle from the nearby 
stream, where I had caught the fish, and the occasional snap of a twig in the 
fire. 

Olfred didn’t say a word after rejecting my fish. He leaned back against the 
earthen backrest he had erected, sitting almost as still as a statue as he read 
his leather-bound book. The only time he looked away from the book was 
when General Mica began humming as she combed through her short, curly 
hair. 

I nearly spit out a mouthful of my fish at the look of sheer disgust on Olfred’s 
aged face as he regarded Mica, still humming the off-tune melody. 
Fortunately, General Mica was fairly quiet throughout the rest of the night, 
giving me time to refine my mana core. 

Despite being at the mid silver core stage, I felt inadequate sitting there next 
to the other Lances. With Dawn’s Ballad damaged and my legs debilitated, I 
felt like I had taken a step back, even after the training at Epheotus. I was 
certain of one thing: I couldn’t afford to use Burst Step again if I wanted to 
retain the ability to walk. 

After an hour of gathering mana from the atmosphere, refining it in my core, 
and repeating the process, I felt someone’s gaze on me. 

I pried an eye open to see Mica just a few inches away from me, staring 
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intently. Even Olfred had closed his book to observe. 

“This is the first time Mica has felt something like this,” Mica whispered. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, glancing from one Lance to the other. 

“Your refinement process,” Olfred answered, his eyes narrowed in thought. 
“Usually it’s not very apparent when someone refines their core—” 

“But when you do it, it feels like Mica’s body is being pulled toward you!” 
Mica cut in excitedly. 

“No one’s ever mentioned that,” I replied. “Is 1t maybe because I’m a quadra- 
elemental?” 

Mica gasped. “Quadra?” 

“So that’s how you became a Lance at such a young age. | heard this being 
discussed once by the Council, but didn’t think it was actually the case,” 
Olfred whispered as if talking to himself. 

“What’s it like being able to utilize so many elements?” Mica asked as she 
leaned in even closer, her large eyes practically sparkling. 

‘Careful what you reveal,’ Sylvie advised from behind me without moving. 
She appeared to be still asleep. 

I know, | thought back. “There are still some elements that I have a hard time 
grasping, like gravity, but for the most part, it’s a lot of practicing and always 
reflecting on what spell and element to use under specific conditions.” 
“Right, right.” Mica nodded fervently. “Knowing so many spells is useless if 
you don’t know when to use them.” 

“There must be elements you’re more comfortable using,” Olfred said. 

I nodded. “There are.” 

“Hey, shall Mica teach you how to manipulate gravity?” 

I scooted back to avoid the smell of grilled fish on Mica’s breath. “I think it’s 
more of a practical issue than anything. There are times when I can use it, but 
it’s just not something I’m confident tn.” 

“It’s really easy, you know,” Mica insisted, holding out a palm. “You just 
have to imagine the world going up or down. Then you grab it in your hand 
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1°? 


and release 
Unable to understand Mica’s incomprehensible explanation, I looked back to 
Olfred. 

The old dwarf rolled his eyes. “You’d have an easier time learning from a 
pebble. Miss Earthborn comes from a long line of famous dwarven conjurers, 
but even among them, she’s considered a genius. She’s learned magic 
through intuition—she doesn’t even know the rudimentary concepts of mana 
manipulation.” 

“Earthborn?” I repeated. ““Where have I heard that name before?” 

“Her ancestors founded Earthborn Institute,” he answered simply, going back 
to his book. 

I stared at the childlike Lance in a daze. I knew that all the Lances had 
distinct strengths, but it had never occurred to me that this seemingly ditzy 
mage would be from such an influential family. Not much of dwarven history 
was taught or even written in Sapin, but Earthborn Institute still stood out as 
one of the main reasons dwarves were on par with the kingdom of Sapin, 
despite their smaller population and territory. Even after Xyrus Academy had 
begun accepting different races, many of the dwarven nobles still chose to 
send their children to Earthborn for their more specific disciplines and areas 
of study suited for dwarves. 

“Mica’s amazing on top of being beautiful, right?” The small dwarf puffed 
out her chest. 

General Olfred scoffed, his face hidden behind his book. “This again? I 
applaud your confidence, but if you’re so beautiful, why is it that you have no 
experience in relationships, even though you’re nearing fif—” 

He couldn’t finish his sentence—he had to defend himself against a massive 
war axe that had seemingly appeared out of thin air. The ground beneath the 
old general split from the sheer force exerted by General Mica. 

With an innocent smile that seemed to contain a ferocious demon inside, 
Mica swung her weapon down once more. “My, grumpy old Olfred is getting 


Page 261 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


ahead of himself. You should know that the reason I have yet to invest in a 
man is that my tastes don’t run to standard dwarves.” 

I scooted back closer to Sylvie, not wanting to be a part of this dispute. 

‘T think I liked her more when she referred to herself in the third person,’ 
Sylvie admitted. 

I wholeheartedly agree. 

Olfred, who had instantly erected a shield of solidified earth above him to 
guard against his companion’s weapon, scoffed. “Please. The only reason you 
weren’t blatantly ostracized is because of your background. Perhaps you’ll 
find a human with a unique taste for little girls to sweep you off your feet.” 
The force of gravity increased around us, and I found it hard to breathe 
without the help of mana to strengthen my body. The fire had gone out, the 
wood that had been burning a few moments ago reduced to ash. 

I stared at the two of them, dumbfounded at the sight of two Lances—the 
epitome of power in all of Dicathen—fighting like children. 

Not wanting to get involved, but equally unsure how far the pair would take 
their scuffle, I said, “We’ll attract attention if you two keep this up.” 

Ignoring me, General Mica swung her giant axe once more, but rather than 
cleave the stone golem that General Olfred had conjured, her axe obliterated 
it, turning it into pebbles. “I don’t see you with a lover in your arms, 
Oldfred!”’ 

“The fact that you were able to become a Lance despite your childish antics 
never ceases to amaze me,” Olfred grunted as he erected another golem, this 
time much larger. 

Feeling like an academy trainer breaking up a couple overexcited recruits, I 
gathered water particles from the nearby trees and hosed the dwarves down 
until they were both dripping wet. 

They whipped their heads around at me, eyes glaring. 

“Are you guys done or do you want to level a mountain while you’re at it?” 
Mica clicked her tongue. “It’s Oldfred’s fault, bringing up a lady’s age.” 
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“Those born sipping milk from silver goblets need to be educated about their 
ignorance,” Olfred muttered. 

Fighting the urge to roll my eyes, I watched as they each retreated to their 
own corner of the camp. With a single stomp of her tiny foot, General Mica 
erected a cottage from the ground. Almost large enough to fit Sylvie, the 
stone house even had textured walls, and came equipped with a chimney that 
soon began puffing smoke. 

General Olfred, on the other hand, chose to build his lair within the side of 
the cliff just a few feet away from our camp. The earthen cliffside in front of 
him glowed a deep red and began melting to form a pool of molten rock. A 
large area hollowed out almost immediately, and I was able to catch a 
glimpse of the detailed stone furniture inside before the Lance closed the 
gaping entrance without even glancing back. 

“Very covert,” I muttered helplessly. Then I turned back and crawled 
underneath one of Sylvie’s black wings, using it as a makeshift tent. 

‘You might be more comfortable conjuring a tent as well,’ Sylvie suggested. 
I'll feel safer here in case they decide to do something while I sleep, 1 replied 
sluggishly. 

I drifted in and out of consciousness as scenes from my past life flashed 
through my mind, interspersed with the peaceful moments of slumber. 
Memories I wanted to forget resurfaced like worms on a rainy day. 

After the night Headmaster Wilbeck was murdered, my goals had changed. 
Despite both Nico and Cecilia trying to convince me to go to school, I had no 
intention of trying to be a normal boy like the headmaster had wanted me to 
be. I hated myself for being unable to protect her—the woman who had 
raised me like a mother when every other adult had regarded me as a pest or 
burden. She had taken me in, wanting nothing in return except my happiness 
—and for a time, I thought I had found it. 

During that short period in my life, with Nico and Cecilia by my side in the 
orphanage and Headmaster Wilbeck to watch out for us and scold us, I was as 
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happy as any normal child. She had no sins—she did nothing wrong. The 
headmaster was the type of person to give up her own lunch to a homeless 
man on the street, yet life had repaid her kindness with a horrible and bloody 
death. 

The orphanage was left in the charge of another headmaster; after a few 
months, the other kids carried on like nothing had ever happened. 

Not me, though. I had become obsessed with finding out who had sent those 
killers after me and Nico and Cecilia—who had killed Headmaster Wilbeck. 
Nico’s words rang clearly. “What are you even going to do once you find 
them? You’re going to take them out all on your own? With your ability?” 
That was when I realized I had to get stronger. Withdrawing my application 
to the school, I enrolled in one of the military institutes, where they trained 
candidates for the army. 

Both Nico and Cecilia tried to talk me out of it. They urged me to give the 
school a chance to break me free of my obsession. Looking back on it, I 
wished I had listened to them then. My life would’ve been much less painful 
and lonely if I had. 

But the thing I regretted even more than rejecting their advice was allowing 
them to follow me into the training institute. I had advised them against it at 
the time, but if I had only tried harder—pushed them further away from me— 
perhaps my life would’ve been the only one affected. 

‘Arthur. We should depart before the sun rises.’ My bond’s voice rang 
gently, but I still woke up with a gasp. 

‘You were having nightmares of your past life again,’ she stated. 

You know about those? | asked, sitting up. 

‘Yes. Although they come in flashes, I’m able to make them out. You seem to 
be getting them more frequently,’ she answered, concerned. 

I’m sure it’s nothing, I replied, crawling out from underneath Sylvie’s wing. 
‘T certainly hope that’s the case,’ she said dubiously. 

I responded with a smile, drawing our mental conversation to an end. 


Page 264 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


“We'll shoot for reaching the northern coast by the end of the day,” Olfred 
announced. He was destroying the stone shelters he and Mica had conjured, 
while Mica was covering up our camp in case adventurers or hunters strayed 
too close. 

My suspicions of the two Lances’ involvement in the betrayal of Dicathen 
had lessened after their behavior last night, but I remained cautious. 
Conjuring a small gust of wind, I helped the two cover our tracks, and we 
were back on our way. 


Page 265 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


170 





OLD ROOTS 


A HAZE of magenta and orange spread throughout the horizon, giving life to 
the tranquil ocean in the distance. Sylvie and I plummeted toward the edge of 
the Grand Mountains. The darkened figures of Mica and Olfred cast shadows 
over us as they levitated down above us, preparing to catch me when Sylvie 
transformed into her fox-like form. 

We were still several miles away from the northern coast, but we couldn’t 
risk flying any closer. Assuming the worst, a Scythe might be able to sense 
substantial mana fluctuations even from this distance. 

Sylvie latched onto me as soon as she shrank. At the same time, I reached 
out, grabbing Mica’s outstretched hand. We slowly descended, close enough 
to the massive mountain range to avoid any unwanted attention. While I 
would have been able to land on my own easily enough, even from this 
height, I’d likely have flattened the trees nearby and perhaps even cratered 
the ground from the sheer force I’d have had to use to stop myself. As 
reluctant as I was to admit it, it was much simpler to just rely on the Lance to 
carry me down. 

“That’s a pretty bad scar you have on your hand,” Mica remarked, her voice 
barely audible over the wind. 

“Tt’s an old wound.” I cracked a smile. I had made sure to hide the scar on my 
throat with the concealing bandage, but the scar on my left hand was of little 
concern to people who didn’t know me well. 
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The small Lance nodded, her grip around my arm growing tighter despite her 
delicate-looking fingers. 

We landed at the base of the Grand Mountains, on a field of dry grass and 
boulders. The frigid winds whistled around us. 

“Mana should be kept to a minimum from this point on,” Olfred said as he 
scanned our surroundings for anyone nearby. 

I nodded in agreement. With Mirage Walk, I was able to use mana without 
risk of detection, but that was information better kept to myself. 

“T assume you have a plan for finding the retainer and Scythe in question?” 
the gruff Lance asked. 

“Somewhat.” I took out the white mask I had gotten when I first became an 
adventurer, and the black coat made from the fur of a nightmare fox. I had 
worn it along with the mask, since it had the subtle ability to cast one’s focus 
away from the wearer. After putting the coat on over my clothes, I fished out 
a thick cloak from my dimension ring, dropped it on the ground, and stepped 
on it. After it was thoroughly soiled with dirt and grime, I picked it back up 
and threw it over my shoulders. 

Olfred studied my black coat with a curious gaze. “An intriguing effect. Were 
you once an assassin or thief?” 

“No,” I chuckled, looking down at my outfit. “I just didn’t want to stand out.” 
With a dismissive nod, he took out his own lavish cloak of rich mana beast 
fur. Mica began to do the same, but I waved for her to wait. 

Without saying a word, I took a second cloak from my ring and walked over 
to Mica. Dropping it on the ground, I stepped on it as well, staining the 
brown cloak with dirt and grass, then handed it to the small Lance. “Wear 
this instead.” 

“You just dropped it and stepped on it!” Mica exclaimed, flabbergasted. 
“Yes, that’s sort of the point. The two of us are going to be Olfred’s slaves,” I 
said, indicating my own dirty cloak. 

“Why can’t Mica be the master?” she huffed, holding my spare cloak 
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between two fingers. 

“Because you have the appearance of a middle-schooler,” I answered bluntly 
with an innocent smile. Olfred grunted out a small laugh as he clasped his fur 
cloak around his neck. 

Glaring daggers at her cohort, Mica reluctantly put her lavish cloak back into 
her ring and put on the dirty one I had given her. 

“Sorry. This is a safety measure,” I said. Bending down, I dipped my finger 
into a muddy patch of dirt. 

“No, please,” Mica begged, protecting her face with the hood of her cloak. 
“We’re slaves who have been traveling a fair distance. It’s only natural that 
we would be dirty, and it’s a good way to get by unnoticed.” Without waiting 
for her consent, I pulled off her hood and smeared the moist dirt on her face 
before doing the same to myself. 

I dipped my head down and tousled my long hair until it became disheveled 
and covered most of my face. After pulling up the hood of my cloak, I 
handed my white mask to Olfred. “Wear this along with your cloak—if 
anyone asks, it’s to hide a gruesome scar.” 

Olfred nodded, accepting the mask. As he slid it on over his face and propped 
up his hood, I couldn’t help but be reminded of my time as an adventurer 
under the guise of Note. 

The blue streak running down to the right eyehole of the mask had faded over 
the years, but Olfred was about as tall as I had been when I was an 
adventurer. Seeing him in the mask and cloak really brought back memories. 
“It fits well,” Olfred said, his voice sounding deeper—an effect of the mask. 
“Oh? It has this sort of function as well.” 

“Mica wants to go home,” the small dwarf sulked, her youthful face caked 
with dried mud. Her short hair poked out in messy curls from under the hood 
of the dirty, tattered cloak. 

How’s my disguise? | asked my bond, turning to face her. 

Tt’ll have to do, although it worries me to think what would happen if 
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someone looked too closely.’ Her small feline head nodded in approval. 

Why does that sound more like an insult than a compliment? 

‘Tt’s a bit of both,’ she said, her teasing laughter filling my mind as she 
hopped inside my cloak; she needed to be hidden from view since I was 
posing as a slave. 

“You're positive no one will suspect us?” Olfred’s deep voice rumbled from 
behind the mask. 

“No one’s going to be out looking for Lances, and there are quite a few 
adventurers that like to use masks,” I replied, trailing next to Mica behind our 
temporary master. “Besides, there’s an old saying that the best place to hide 
is in plain sight. Who’s going to suspect a noble and his two slaves who were 
raided by bandits on their way up north to escape the battles?” 

“While you do make a point, I’ve never heard such a saying. Perhaps it’s 
used only by humans?” Olfred asked. 

“Something like that,” I replied, remembering now that I had learned it in my 
previous life. 

We trudged for hours, silently. I constantly used Mirage Walk to strengthen 
my legs with mana while hiding the fluctuations, satisfied that not even Mica 
and Olfred were able to notice. 

In my head, Sylvie and I went over the plan that Virion and I had come up 
with. Assuming that both Olfred and Mica were traitors, I didn’t know what 
they planned on doing to me. Worst case was them killing me as soon as they 
had the chance; another possibility was that they would take me to the Vritra. 

Whatever the case, the two dwarves wouldn’t attack me so brazenly with 
Sylvie around. Even if they were able to overpower us, it would be a hard 
fight and would attract attention even in the most remote areas. If I were 
them, I’d lead us to the retainer or Scythe in order to swiftly capture or 
dispose of us. 

In order to make sure that the Lances, assuming that they were traitors, led us 
to their backup, I only had to intentionally act like I couldn’t find the enemy 
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force myself. 

With Realmheart, I could make use of the visible mana fluctuations to find 
the Vritra’s base. After a few days of leading them in the wrong direction, 
they would either give up and want to head back—which would prove my 
suspicions wrong—or they would provide me with suggestions or hints to 
lead Sylvie and me to our demise. 

‘Your plan rests on a lot of assumptions,’ my bond noted, shuffling inside the 
pocket of my cloak. ‘What if they forcibly take you to the Vritra?’ 

I highly doubt they’d want to reveal their position. You can’t get much better 
than having one of the council members as a spy. Which is why it’s safe to 
assume that they'll try to avoid suspicion until they’re sure they can get rid of 
us without drawing attention. 

‘So we'll just run away if it seems like they’re trying to lead us to them?’ 
Sylvie asked, her tone doubtful. 

The best case scenario is that we find the location of the Vritra’s base and 
head back without fighting Olfred and Mica, | responded, following closely 
behind the masked noble posing as my master. But just in case, Virion sent 
another Lance behind us. 

Sylvie didn’t answer, but a wave of surprise flooded my mind. 

You can’t sense her at all, can you? 

‘No, I can’t,’ she admitted. ‘Js it the elven Lance?’ 

Mm-hm. She was given the code name ‘Phantasm’ because of her ability to 
deceive and hide from opponents. 

‘An assassin,’ Sylvie noted. 

The two of us continued conversing mentally, making time pass more quickly 
as we trekked through the rugged plains. 

Along the way, I activated Realmheart in brief increments, trying to catch any 
fluctuations of mana around us. I had to be careful to not let the two Lances 
see how my eyes changed from blue to light lavender, but my hood and long 
bangs helped me hide it. 
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As we continued our journey northwest, trees became more abundant as the 
plains slowly shifted into acres of woodland. I used Mana Rotation, the skill 
I’d learned from Sylvia, to constantly replenish my mana supply, and Mirage 
Walk to conceal the mana fluctuations around me caused by my use of 
magic. As a result, the time I spent walking had become a sort of training. 
“We’ve made it,” Mica pointed out as we finally reached the main road. The 
dirt trail was wide enough to accommodate two carriages with ample space in 
between, and though there were wheel tracks from use, there seemed to be no 
carriages in sight. 

“Where to now, boy?” Olfred’s deepened voice rang. 

“We follow the road to the nearest town,” I answered. 

“More walking?” Mica groaned in protest. 

“The closest town isn’t too far off,” I comforted her. 

Mica and I kept our heads low as we followed behind Olfred on the side of 
the trail. After a while, I heard the faint clack of hooves and wooden wheels. 
The other Lances perked up less than a second later, picking up on the sound 
as well. The three of us stopped and waited for the carriage to appear in our 
line of sight. Pulled by two brown horses, one speckled near its muzzle, the 
wooden carriage was driven by an older gentleman in green and brown 
traveling garb. A young man, seeming not much older than me, rode next to 
him. 

As they got closer, it was apparent how malnourished the horses were. Their 
ribcages were clearly pronounced, while their coats and manes had lost all 
their luster. 

Olfred waved his arms at the approaching carriage. “Hello there!” 

With a swift pull of the reins, the driver brought the horses and carriage to a 
dusty halt. 

“You lost?” the older man barked, his eyes scanning Olfred’s garb, while the 
younger one eyed Mica and me suspiciously. 

“My slaves and I were on our way north when our carriage was attacked by 
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bandits,” Olfred explained, his voice steady while he dramatically told the 
tale of woe. “They slit my horses’ throats and tried to rob us. Luckily my 
slaves were able to fight off the bandits.” 

“These two munchkins?’ The older man’s eyes narrowed. 

Olfred shook his head. “No, no. Different slaves, but unfortunately they 
didn’t last long after the fight. Infection of the wounds.” 

“Mmm. And the mask?” the driver asked with a raised brow. He and the 
younger man both gripped the hilts of the daggers sheathed at their waists. By 
their awkwardly placed hands, it seemed that their weapons were mostly for 
intimidation. 

“My father insisted I hide my identity in these dangerous times,” Olfred 
answered with a weak laugh. He held up his hands in submission, having 
noticed the weapons as well. 

“Dangerous times indeed, as you’ve already experienced.” The older man 
loosened his grip on the weapon. “Fighting slaves are hard to come by and 
even harder to afford since the war started. Pity for your loss.” 

“A great loss,” Olfred agreed. 

“Well, times are hard for all of us. I’m not sure my horses can handle the 
weight of more people.” The old man ran his fingers through his scraggly 
beard and coughed. 

“Naturally, you’ll be compensated,” Olfred replied calmly. He dug into his 
fur cloak and pulled out two silver coins. 

The younger man reached out and grabbed the silver coins, turning them 
slowly in the light as he examined their quality before nodding to the driver. 
“Hop on then,” the older man said, motioning to Olfred. “But your slaves will 
have to walk.” 

“Of course,” Olfred said without hesitation. 

I caught a glimpse of Mica’s devastated expression before she lowered her 
head again. Without saying a word, I pulled her back and waited for the 
carriage to resume moving, then followed after it with her. 
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“Mica is going to kill that old man,” Mica muttered, her face hidden beneath 
her hood. 

“Just bear it for a little longer. The next town is only an hour away.” 

“You’re familiar with this rural countryside?” Mica asked. 

“Of course,” I said softly. “It’s where my hometown is, after all.” 
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171 





INSIDE THE TAVERN 


THE FLICKERING FIRES Of street lights glowed in the nearby distance, a sight 
for sore eyes after hours of nonstop walking. This was the first time I had 
come back to Ashber, the small town where I was born, in more than ten 
years. 

“Mica is ready for a nice cold mug of ale,” the general whispered, licking her 
dry, cracked lips. 

I nodded wordlessly, keeping my pace brisk to match the speed of the 
carriage we were behind. 

“Just out of curiosity, sir, how many slaves do you own?” the younger man 
asked eagerly, his narrow eyes shifting between Olfred and me. 

“IT never counted,” Olfred answered with a shrug. “We have many at home, 
some owned by myself and others by my family.” 

“Wow.” The younger man sighed. “If you have so many, how about you 
leave those two with us—ouch!” 

The older man had leaned back in his seat and smacked the boy upside the 
head. “Are you hollow in the head? Who in their right mind would just give 
away their slaves?” 

The boy rubbed his head and neatened his dirty blond hair. “I was just asking, 
old man. Sheesh!” 

“Sorry about my boy. I’ve had to raise him on my own after his mother ran 
off, and manners weren’t always a priority on my list of things to teach him.” 
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“No offense taken,” Olfred said, obviously enjoying playing his role as 
master. “In other circumstances, I might have considered leaving them with 
you once I’d reached my destination, but these two offer at least a bit of 
security in these chaotic times.” 

The boy clicked his tongue. “Unlucky.” 

Something about the two men wasn’t sitting right with me. Aside from the 
fact that there were no other carriages on the road, even this close to town, 
there was no luggage on their carriage either. Their only weapons seemed to 
be the knives buckled to their waists, which provided barely any protection. 
They had seemed reasonably suspicious upon first contact, but they’d opened 
up too easily, as if waiting for a reason to trust us. My guard had been up, but 
we were almost in Ashber and nothing seemed amiss. 

“Well, here we are,” the bearded driver announced, pulling on the reins to 
halt the carriage. “We’re passing through this town so it’d be best if you walk 
from here.” 

“You'll be traveling through the night?” Olfred asked, skepticism lacing his 
voice. 

“We’re in a hurry to reach a small outpost about an hour away,” the blond- 
haired boy answered with a laugh, releasing the latch in the back to let Olfred 
out. 

“Well, regardless, thank you for the ride.” Olfred handed the boy another 
silver coin before hopping off the carriage. 

The driver gave Olfred a wave before snapping the reins. With an annoyed 
grunt, the two horses started trotting, pulling the carriage onto a narrower dirt 
road that veered off to the left. 

“They need to work on their acting skills,” Olfred said, shaking his head as 
we began walking. 

“So it wasn’t just me,” I replied. 

“Whatever. As long as there’s alcohol and a cozy bed, Mica will be happy.” 
As we headed into town, I was unnerved to notice how empty the streets 
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were. One thing I remembered about Ashber was how lively it had been for 
such a small town. Adventurers were scarce this far north, but the small river 
flowing near the town made the area a great place to raise crops. After the 
death of Lensa, my father had brought my mother to this remote town and 
taken a job here, guarding farmers and their crops against the frequent wolves 
and stray mana beasts that came from the Grand Mountains. With farmers 
waking up early to tend to their crops, and afternoons spent either selling on 
the market streets or frequenting merchants, nighttime was when everyone 
found the time to unwind and have fun. 

My father would oftentimes come home tripping over his own feet after 
drinking at night with the local farmers. I had expected some changes as a 
result of the war, but I’d never expected Ashber to be a ghost town. 

The few street lamps scattered around were burning brightly, but there were 
no signs of people going about their daily business. I sensed someone in the 
alleyway, his features hidden by shadows, but after a moment, the person 
scurried off, his unrhythmic footsteps growing fainter until we heard no 
sounds other than our own breathing. 

We glanced at one another, but remained quiet. Looking around, I saw that 
most of the buildings were either vacant or barred. Wooden planks were 
nailed over windows, while chains held together the front entrance of a store. 
I activated Realmheart to sense for mana fluctuations, not expecting much, 
but immediately I could see the distortions in the atmospheric mana all over 
the town. There had been mages here recently. 

“T sense people scattered around, but there seems to be a congregation of 
forty or so just a few blocks away,” Olfred grunted. 

“Mica sensed forty-three,” the little Lance muttered beside me. 

“T thought we agreed not to use magic,” I said irritably. “What if there are 
Alacryan mages or Vritra nearby who pick up on it?” 

“Mana wasn’t needed to sense them,” Olfred replied cryptically. 

What? J almost said aloud. If they were able to sense people this accurately, 
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my whole plan could be compromised. 

“That’s good,” I lied. “Looks like we’ll be able to find the Alacryans’ hideout 
sooner than I’d expected.” 

“It'll probably still take some time. Mica can only sense people within a short 
distance, and even then it’s sort of fuzzy. Same goes for Olfred,” Mica 
explained. 

“You’re both talking too much for slaves,” Olfred snapped, then dropped his 
voice to a whisper. “Just because we can’t use magic does not mean our 
enemies are bound by the same handicap. Assume our voices will always be 
heard.” 

I knew no one was nearby—at least no one who was manipulating mana— 
and so should Olfred. I suspected he just wanted Mica to stop talking about 
their limitations, but the elderly dwarf did have a point. I nodded, following a 
few steps behind Olfred with Mica quietly simmering in frustration beside 
me. 

When we turned a corner, after passing a particularly tall, worn-down 
building, I knew exactly where the “congregation” Olfred and Mica had 
mentioned was. 

Clouds of smoke puffed from the chimney of what seemed like a tavern. The 
large shack had a crooked roof with missing tiles, but of all the other tattered 
edifices and hovels nearby, it was the only place with light coming from 
inside. 

We approached with little hesitation, driven by the thought of a nice, well- 
seasoned meal and a plush bed. 

T smell meat being grilled,’ Sylvie said as we got closer, rustling impatiently 
inside my cloak. 

Olfred paused at the doorway, and the three of us exchanged glances before 
he opened the splintered wooden door. I hungrily breathed in the pungent 
smell of alcohol, smoke, and a variety of indiscernible foods and spices. The 
clamor of a dozen conversations, all trying to overwhelm one another, 
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resounded throughout the large tavern accompanied by the sounds of glasses 
clinking and palms pounding. 

The people—mostly men—who were seated at the tables closest to the door 
all turned to face us. Some had flushed cheeks, others showed irritated 
scowls. 

“Do we wait to be seated?” Olfred asked. 

“You’re responsible for finding your own seat in establishments like this,” I 
said, pulling my hood down to cover more of my face. 

I grabbed Mica’s wrist and followed Olfred as he weaved through the 
customers and tables. It was impossible not to notice the glares as we passed 
by. A burly man with long, tangled hair purposely leaned back, hoping to 
bump into one of us as an excuse to start a commotion. 

“Never mind. It’s only forty-two,” Mica said. She pointed to a fanged hound 
standing next to its barrel-chested owner, drool leaking out of its flat muzzle. 
I raised a brow. “What?” 

“Forty-two people, not forty-three like Mica said earlier. Mica mistook that 
mana beast for two people,” she explained. 

“Ah, got it,” I replied. 

Winding through the maze of people, I listened for any bits of conversation 
that might alleviate my suspicions about this place. I was able to pick up part 
of one table’s dialogue amidst the clamor: “...were able to reel in some fish 
tonight.” 

While the toned man, who had several missing teeth, could have simply been 
talking about catching trout for dinner, the suspicious glances of the people at 
his table told me that their conversation wasn’t so innocent. 

Finally, we seated ourselves around a wobbly table in the far corner of the 
tavern, next to the bathroom. A vile stench—caused by the absence of proper 
plumbing—assaulted my nose, and every trace of the appetite I had built up 
vanished. 

“What’ll it be for you tonight?” the barmaid asked, nonchalantly tugging on 
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her dirty gown to further expose her breasts. She leaned down on the table 
next to Olfred, blatantly inviting him to feast his eyes on her cleavage, while 
she herself scanned his fine cloak. Mica and I apparently didn’t exist to her. 
She swayed coquettishly next to Olfred, waiting for him to order. 

“Three mugs of cold ale and whatever stew you have tonight, along with 
some bread,” Olfred said, unfazed by her attempts at wooing him. 

“Right away,” she cooed as she lightly ran a finger up his arm. Whether she 
was making another attempt at seducing him or gauging the quality of his 
cloak, I didn’t know, but I could tell she wasn’t the only one who had noticed 
Olfred’s potential worth. 

“Ugh. What’s the point of showing off those lumps of fat anyway?” Mica 
mumbled, disgusted. 

“For once, we agree on something,” Olfred said with a nod. “A woman 
should have a firm and muscular build, and the coarse skin to match.” 

I opted to stay out of the conversation, instead scanning the room from under 
the cover my hood. With Realmheart activated once more, I could tell that 
magic had been used, and not that long ago. 

A distorted aura of mana surrounded a particularly large table along the 
opposite wall. A robed, middle-aged man seemed out of place amongst the 
others. Unlike his companions, he was neatly groomed, and his beady eyes 
flickered lewdly at the scantily-dressed barmaids on either side of him, who 
were taking turns feeding him fruits and ale. With his thin arms, hollow 
cheeks, and receding hairline, I doubted the servers were cozying up to him 
because of his dashing good looks. 

Considering how loudly and haughtily he spoke, and the way his peers 
laughed and nodded at whatever came out of his mouth, there was no doubt 
the beady-eyed man was important—perhaps even in control. By the way the 
particles gathered around him, it seemed he had conjured a layer of mana to 
strengthen and protect himself. 

And he wasn’t the only one. With just a cursory glance, I spotted a few 
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augmenters who were expelling a thin layer of mana over their skin for 
protection. However, the density and purity of the mana encompassing their 
bodies was at a level far lower than the Alacryan soldiers I had faced near the 
southwestern coast. If I had to guess, these were either mercenaries or lower- 
tier adventurers. The thin man, his arms currently around two scantily clad 
barmaids, was at a far higher level than the others, however. 

But that wasn’t what bothered me. It wasn’t the subtle air of hostility in the 
tavern or the suspicious number of mages present, either. I knew that man. 
Something about his beady, perverted gaze and his crooked face brought up 
bitter emotions, but I couldn’t place my finger on why. 

‘What’s going on?’ Sylvie asked, noticing my concern. 

Sylvie, take a quick peek at the table to my left on the other side of the tavern. 
Do you recognize anyone? 

My bond rustled inside my cloak, then her small muzzle popped out. Her 
intelligent eyes scanned the room, focusing on the area I had indicated. Then 
a blatant sense of distaste leaked out of her. ‘He’s that scoundrel who tried to 
use the king to forcibly take possession of me during the Helstea auction 
event. I believe his name was something like—’ 

As she spoke, the man got up and hobbled toward the bar, putting minimal 
weight on his left leg and using a wooden staff to keep his balance. As soon 
as I realized his injury, his name immediately flooded into my mind—along 
with the rest of my memories of him. 

It’s Sebastian. 
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172 





INSIDE THE TAVERN II 


““WHAT’S WRONG?” Mica whispered, leaning in close and tilting her head 
down so only the bottom half of her face was visible. “Do you recognize 
someone?” 

Shaking my head, I turned back to my table. “No one important.” 

A different barmaid—this one much less affectionate—arrived with our 
order. She placed the three mugs of ale in front of Olfred, along with a single 
bowl of soup. A piece of bread was sloppily submerged inside the goopy 
liquid. 

“Please bring two more bowls,” Olfred said as he slid two mugs across the 
table for me and Mica. 

“There’s a stall a block down to feed your slaves,” she said with obvious 
distaste. 

Ignoring her attitude, Olfred simply stirred the orange stew with the piece of 
bread. “It’s been a long journey. I’Il have them eat here tonight.” 

I didn’t pay attention to her reaction, but she left wordlessly. My mind was 
focused on the cold mug of ale bubbling in front of me. I pressed the cool rim 
of the mug to my dry lips, relishing the slight burn down my esophagus as the 
carbonated liquid reached my stomach. 

Damn, that feels good. 

Mica finished almost her entire mug in one gulp. She shivered as she let out a 
blissful sigh. “Even this cheap ale tastes heavenly to Mica right now.” 
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I lifted my mug for another swig. Out of the corner of my eye, though, I 
spotted the same barmaid whispering to one of the men sitting at Sebastian’s 
table. She was pointing a finger toward us. 

“Looks like we’ll be having guests,” I muttered to the other Lances as I set 
down my drink. Sylvie rustled deeper into my cloak, and I pulled the hood a 
bit further over my face, just in case. 

Just a few moments later, a large man with a scraggly beard came to our 
table. With him was a short, portly woman wearing a condescending 
expression and clothing just as revealing as, if not more than, the barmaids. 
The bearded man regarded me and Mica with a raised brow and an expectant 
gaze. I got up without a word, pulling Mica from her seat as well, and moved 
to stand behind Olfred while the newcomers took our chairs. 

The woman, seeing the two half-empty mugs, snorted. “You really shouldn’t 
be spoiling your slaves like this. It makes them think they can act out.” 

“How I treat my slaves is none of your business,” Olfred replied curtly, 
slipping another piece of bread underneath his mask. “Now what can I do for 
the two of you? I hope you can keep things succinct.” 

“Succinct?” the man scoffed. The wooden backrest groaned in protest as he 
leaned back on the seat, but it held out. “Some fancy words you got there. 
You should be careful around these parts, especially if you’re traveling from 
the south.” 

I could see them trying to size up Olfred. Mica could pass as a human child 
but I was worried that they might realize Olfred wasn’t human. 

“Thank you for the advice,” Olfred responded, locking eyes with the two of 
them. 

“We wanted to give you a warm welcome,” the woman said, leaning forward 
on her elbows. 

“We came over after seeing the way you treated your slaves,” her companion 
continued, shooting a pointed gaze at Mica and me. “We have a whole stable 
of slaves for sale that I feel you’d be interested in.” 
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My jaw clenched at his words. I imagined a room full of children and adults 
alike, barely clothed and fed, kept only as commodities. 

“T’Il have to politely decline,” the old Lance replied almost immediately. 
“Don’t say that.” The portly woman slid to the edge of her seat to be closer to 
Olfred. “We’ve got a fine selection of women and girls if you’re not looking 
for a more practical slave.” 

“We even have dwarves and elves,” the large man added, his cracked lips 
curling into a lewd grin. 

There was a beat of silence before Olfred responded. “I thought interracial 
slavery had been banned since the formation of the Council?” 

“That’s why itll cost you an arm and a leg if you want to buy one.” The man 
burst into hoarse laughter at what he considered his joke. 

If the Lance was angry, he did a good job of hiding it. Mica, on the other 
hand, stirred beside me. I was able to sense the minuscule amount of mana 
leaking from her, but even that small amount was enough to fill me with 
unease. Not long after the union of the three races, the leaders of all three 
sides had made a collective effort to abolish slavery. However, getting rid of 
slavery in one fell swoop would not only have caused dissatisfaction amongst 
slave owners, but severely disrupted the economy by essentially eliminating a 
large portion of the kingdoms’ workforces. In order to remedy this, the 
Council had been working diligently to take a step-by-step approach: 
rewarding owners who freed their slaves, and heavily taxing those who kept 
them. 

While slavery existed in all three kingdoms, there had always been high 
demand in Sapin for dwarven and particularly elven slaves. At least that’s 
what Vincent Helstea, the owner of the Helstea Auction House, had told me. 
Olfred gently pushed the bowl of stew away. “On second thought, perhaps I 
am a little curious about what you have to offer.” 

The woman inched a bit closer, her face contorted into something she 
probably considered coquettish. “I knew you’d be interested. I’Il let our boss 
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know.” 

“T would like to at least get settled into an inn somewhere nearby first,” 
Olfred said. “Our journey has been somewhat rough.” 

The woman locked eyes with her companion, then gave a twitch of her head. 
With a nod, he waved a giant arm at an old man with a slight hunch, who had 
been idly drying glasses with a towel. “A room for the gent and his two 
slaves!” 

The woman didn’t give Olfred a chance to object, leading him toward the 
back door with her bearded companion close behind. This time, the seated 
men and women in our way scooted their chairs, clearing a path as their gazes 
bore holes in us. 

Before following the hunched elder into the back hall, I looked back once 
more at Sebastian. He was smiling in our direction, with a barmaid 
whispering something into his ear. 

Once we walked deeper into the scarcely-lit hallway, much of the clamor 
from the tavern died down. Mica and I trailed behind Olfred silently while 
the masked Lance responded to the portly woman’s idle chatter. 

“Here’s your room, sir. That'll be two silvers.” The old man held out an 
empty palm; his other hand held a rusted key. 

Two silvers? For a dingy room up here in Ashber? 1 couldn’t believe it. Two 
silvers was a reasonable price for a plot of land up here. 

T’ve never had an interest in this continent’s currency, but even to me it 
sounds ridiculous, ’ Sylvie responded incredulously. 

Nevertheless, Olfred played his role of the weary naive noble and produced 
two glimmering coins from inside his cloak. 

Without even a thank-you, the old man dropped the key into Olfred’s hand 
and tottered back to the tavern. The woman, on the other hand, seemed even 
more flirtatious after Olfred produced the coins, going as far as squeezing 
Olfred’s arm before she and her companion headed back. 

“We'll meet back at the tavern in an hour.” She shot Olfred a wink as she left. 
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Once the door was closed behind us, I slammed my fist against the wall. 
Since my fist wasn’t coated in mana, a jarring pain shot up my arm—but 
even that was welcome. The fact that I couldn’t do anything for those slaves 
and for my town... I deserved the worst. 

Pushing down the boiling anger I felt in my gut, I scanned the room, which 
was no larger than the bathroom at my old house here in Ashber. There was 
one bed and a dresser squeezed in; even taking Mica’s small frame into 
account, she and I would have to sleep sitting up. 

Mica pulled her hood off, then jumped on the bed, burying her face into the 
pillow before screaming in frustration. 

“You did good holding back from those two,” I praised her, removing my 
cloak as well. “That woman, especially.” 

Taking off his mask, Olfred replied, “Her charming appearance doesn’t make 
up for the fact that she has captured one of my own.” 

I blinked, still unable to get used to the dwarves’ tastes. 

“If not for this darn mission, Mica would’ve flattened this entire tavern!” 
Mica cried, her voice muffled by the pillow. 

“My thoughts were the same,” Olfred replied. “Our circumstances, however, 
force us to be discreet.” 

I turned to the older Lance. “Whether we decide to act, our mission takes 
priority. It’s no problem going with them to see these slaves, though—in fact, 
it gives us a better cover to look around.” 

Olfred nodded in response as he unclipped his cloak and slung it over the 
wooden dresser. 

I sat down at the foot of the bed. Sylvie fumed beside me. 

Something on your mind? 

‘T don’t understand why there is a high demand for slaves of different races. 
Is it because humans feel guilt for enslaving one of their own?’ my bond 
asked. 

No. Sickeningly enough, a lot of noble families practiced interbreeding with 
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their dwarven or elven slaves so their children would have better and a wider 
range of mage potential. Lucas Wykes was a product of that practice. 

Sylvie didn’t reply, but through our bond, I could feel her anger spilling out; I 
didn’t blame her, though. When I’d first read about elves, I had thought of 
them as a mystical race with a high affinity for magic. That belief was further 
enforced by the fact that my stay in Elenoir had been mostly with the royal 
family. Thinking back to the time I had rescued Tessia from slave traders, I 
should’ve guessed that they either targeted children or weaker, unsuspecting 
adults. 

The Council banned interracial slavery a few years ago, but it looks like it’s 
still going on. 

‘What about the forest surrounding the elven kingdom? Isn’t it supposed to 
deter most beings other than elves and native animals?’ 

Yes. That’s why elven slaves are so rare. The traders not only need to be 
adept fighters, they need to have hounds capable of guiding them through 
Elshire Forest. 

Contempt spilled from my bond. ‘To go to such lengths...’ 

I came from a modest household; my parents would never have been able to 
afford a slave, even if they had wanted one. I hadn’t been exposed to the 
practice of keeping slaves when I was young, which is, perhaps, why I had 
grown to feel so strongly about the topic. The fact that this was happening in 
my hometown did more than just irritate me. 

“If we can’t handle this directly, Mica is going to inform the Council of 
what’s going on here,” the small Lance said abruptly, bolting up on the bed. 

I nodded, not bothering to turn to face the dwarf. “Sounds like a plan.” 

The inn had one bathroom at the far end of the hall, and when Olfred left the 
room to use it, an unfamiliar man with a small dagger clipped to his waist 
escorted him there. Olfred said the man was nice enough, but it was obvious 
that a place like this didn’t offer concierge service. We were basically being 
held prisoner here. 
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An hour passed by in the blink of an eye. We decided it was best for Mica to 
stay behind in case she wasn’t able to control her temper. Despite her 
numerous complaints, the child-like Lance was out like a light as soon as her 
head hit her rolled-up cloak, which she was using as a makeshift pillow. 
Olfred and I donned our disguises once more before opening our door. We 
had known there were people waiting just outside, so we remained casual. 
“Had a good rest?” the portly woman asked, her voice a bit more slurred than 
when we had first spoken to her. 

Judging by her companion’s flushed cheeks, they had been drinking while 
they waited for us. 

“Come! Follow us, this way. Our leader wants to meet with you,” the woman 
said, cozying up to Olfred. 

I remained silent and trailed behind my ‘master.’ 

Then the bearded man spoke. “Your smaller slave isn’t joining us?” 

“She is unaccustomed to traveling such long distances,” Olfred answered, “so 
I decided to just let her sleep in the room.” 

The bearded man’s lips curled up into a snide grin. 

“Ah! But I bet she is accustomed to other things,” he said, nudging Olfred 
with his elbow. 

I rolled my eyes. Does this ape have no sense of decency? 

The muffled clamor of the tavern grew louder as we approached the entrance. 
The establishment was still busy, but the table closest to us was open, with 
only one person sitting at it. 

Sebastian. 

“Here they are, Leader,” the woman said. The slur in her voice had vanished. 
Leader? | almost repeated it aloud, and glanced upward to get a better view 
of the balding conjurer. 

I had no lingering resentment toward Sebastian. Even back then, when I was 
still a little boy in this world, I had seen him as greedy and shameless, but 
insignificant. The childlike desire he’d had for my bond—and the fact that he 
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had used the king to try and ‘coerce’ me into giving her up—had annoyed 
me, but I’d never thought he’d be up here. 

Even if he had been punished back then for his actions at the auction house, I 
doubted it would have been anything more than a warning. He was a noble; 
he shouldn’t have any interest in a remote town like Ashber. 

“You may leave.” He dismissed them with a wave of his hand. Sebastian’s 
beady eyes inspected me and I could feel him probing for my mana core 
level. He wouldn’t be able to sense anything, of course. Even if I wasn’t at 
the white core stage yet, I was at a high enough level that his senses wouldn’t 
be able to detect traces of my mana. His gaze moved from my sternum up to 
my face, but upon seeing my disheveled hair and dirt-stained skin, his focus 
turned to Olfred. 

“It’s a pleasure,” Sebastian said with a wide, seemingly innocent smile. 
“Allow me to welcome you to my town.” 
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CONDUCTING BUSINESS 


“NICE TO MEET YOU,” Olfred said with as much courtesy as he could muster. 
“My name is Cladence, from House—” 

Sebastian held up a palm, interrupting the masked Lance. “Let me stop you 
right there. House names aren’t necessary in circumstances like this. [Il 
simply refer you to as Cladence, and you can call me Sebastian.” 

“Very well,” Olfred replied. “Sebastian.” 

“Good.” The beady-eyed conjurer nodded in approval. “Now. Before we get 
down to business...” 

Sebastian muttered a chant and waved his arm ostentatiously. After a few 
moments, a translucent shroud covered us, dampening the noise of the tavern. 
An obvious but not very impressive demonstration of wind-attribute magic. 
Still, I played my role as the naive slave and gasped in amazement. 

The conjurer’s gaze shifted from me to Olfred, but upon seeing that his 
masked guest didn’t show any discernible awe at this demonstration, a ghost 
of a frown crossed Sebastian’s lips. 

“It’s a little rowdy in here, and the folks present aren’t the most well- 
mannered,” he said, leaning forward for one of the mugs filled with beer in 
the center of the table. “Please excuse my subordinates’ behavior. Bothering 
you like that when you’d finally sat down to rest—I’ll have to reprimand 
them.” 


Olfred reached forward, his large hand gripping the handle of the mug 
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tightly. “It’s not a problem. Thank you for the hospitality here at the inn.” 
“Hospitality?” The balding conjurer looked at the masked Lance 
incredulously. “You and I both know that this place is fit for nothing but mud 
hogs.” 

Olfred chuckled, the sound hollow and humorless behind the mask, before 
taking a swig from his mug. 

It was obvious that Sebastian was staring at Olfred’s head, trying to see what 
his face looked like underneath the mask. 

“Is something the matter?” the dwarf said when he noticed. 

Sebastian shrugged nonchalantly as he sipped from his own mug. “Just 
curious about the story behind your mask. I’ve seen adventurers wear them 
from time to time, but never nobles.” 

Olfred scratched his head. “Is it so obvious that I’m a noble?” 

“Well, it takes one to know one,” Sebastian said proudly. 

“T figured,” Olfred nodded. “With your tidy appearance and magical prowess, 
you seem out of place here as well.” 

Compared to the nasty men, most of whom were dressed in rags, Sebastian 
really did stand out in his richly-dyed doublet and hose. 

Sebastian’s eyes twinkled in delight at Olfred’s flattery. “Indeed. I’d take 
offense if you had thought me the same as those imps.” 

Olfred banged his mug back on the table. “I’d be a fool if I did.” 

Their conversation continued in this vein, and it seemed the two of them had 
really hit it off. Whether Olfred was a very good actor or actually found 
Sebastian amiable, I wasn’t sure, but after a few more mugs of ale, Sebastian 
was a red, hiccupping mess. That was when his true personality came out. 
“So... what kind of girl ar-are you looking for?” Sebastian asked, his eyes 
glazed. 

“What makes you think I’m looking for a girl?” Olfred responded, one hand 
practically glued to a mug of alcohol. 

The balding conjurer giggled drunkenly as he pointed a finger at the masked 
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Lance. “Please. My subordinates told me how you practically lit up when 
they mentioned I had elves and dwarves in stock.” 

Olfred paused for a moment, and I was almost afraid the Lance was going to 
say something he shouldn’t. 

“And what if I am?” Olfred replied, his deep voice coming out slurred. 
Sebastian held up both hands in a placating gesture. “I don’t judge. What’s 
the point of having money and power if you can’t splurge on what you 
want?” 

“Exactly!” Olfred slammed his mug on the wooden table. “It’s because of all 
those damned entitled noble women looking down on me.” 

Where is he going with this? 

Leaning forward on the table, Olfred pointed at his mask. “Do you want to 
know the real reason I wear this stifling mask? It’s because I have scars all 
over my face from a house fire.” 

“Oh, really now?” Sebastian asked, intrigued. 

“And the worst thing is, that happened when I was still a teen. The injuries to 
my leg stunted my growth, so not only is my face disfigured, but now I’m a 
head shorter than even my own damned slave!” Olfred shot a finger at me as 
I stood there, puzzled. 

Despite knowing Olfred’s true identity, his performance was so genuine that I 
had to wonder whether this incident had really happened. 

‘He’s very believable, ’ Sylvie commented, overhearing their conversation. 
I'll say. 

“Tell me about it!” Sebastian finished off another mug of ale and set it down, 
then wiped the foam from his lips. “When I served the royal family, women 
rushed at the chance to get in bed with me. But once I was relieved of my 
position, those same tramps treated me like some sort of insect!” 

“You served the royal family?” Olfred exclaimed. “Why did you retire?” 
Sebastian gnashed his teeth, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the 
mug. “Because of that damned brat.” 
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“Brat? What brat?” Olfred asked. 

The beady-eyed mage threw his mug on the ground, where it shattered upon 
impact. This drew wary gazes from the nearby tables. The noise from the 
tavern grew clearer; in his inebriated state, Sebastian wasn’t able to maintain 
the noise-dampening spell. 

“T’m a dual-attribute conjurer, almost at the solid orange stage, yet the only 
respect I can get is from these dirty primitives!” he exclaimed, waving his 
arm around the tavern at the vile-looking men and the few women—who 
didn’t look much better. 

Olfred raised his glass in the air. “Those shallow and wretched snakes! May 
they wrinkle and sag like the loose rags they are!” 

Sebastian snorted gleefully as he laughed at the Lance’s toast. “I knew I'd 
found a good man when I saw you come in through those doors. Now let’s 
get you some brand new toys to play with!” 

The two of them staggered out of the tavern. Sebastian was barely able to 
walk because of his limp—a souvenir of the broken leg I had given him when 
I was still a child. 

“Hey, you. Come over here.” He gestured at me as he leaned against the wall 
of the tavern. 

I silently obeyed, walking over to the intoxicated conjurer. He flung his arm 
around my shoulder, leaning heavily against me. “You don’t mind if I use 
your slave as a walking stick, do you, Cladence?” 

“Of course not. That’s what slaves are for,” Olfred replied. I swallowed the 
ever-growing urge to break Sebastian’s other leg. 

‘This man is really testing my patience,’ Sylvie said with a simmering anger 
that matched mine. 

The three of us walked out of the tavern, the portly woman and the bearded 
man trailing closely behind. I practically had to carry the lanky conjurer as 
his limp leg dragged on the ground. 

“You know... it took me months to be able to tolerate this tawdry outpost, 
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but I don’t miss my old position,” Sebastian droned as we made our way 
down the dim streets of Ashber. “The people here, they do more than just 
respect me—they fear me. I’m a god to them.” 

He patted my cheek condescendingly, peering into my hood and gazing at my 
face. “You saw my magic earlier, right? I can kill you with the snap of my 
fingers.” 

Endure it, Arthur. Just for now. 

When I didn’t respond, Sebastian struck my face a few more times, each slap 
getting a little stronger. “Are you deaf, or are you disrespecting me because 
of my leg?” 

“Don’t mind him,” Olfred said, putting a hand on Sebastian’s shoulder. “The 
boy can’t speak.” 

“Bah! Cladence, what’s the use of keeping damaged goods like him?” the 
balding conjurer spat. “How about I do you a favor and buy him off you? I 
have a few gents who have a thing for boys like him.” 

“Tempting!” the Lance replied, stumbling on his own legs. “But he’s not 
mine. He’s my father’s, and the last time I pawned off one of his things, he 
cut off my allowance for a whole month.” 

“S-See?” Sebastian hiccupped. “That’s the kind of thing I don’t miss. Family 
money is well and good, but it’s not truly yours. My wealth is my own. One 
hundred percent mine!” 

Olfred nodded. “Truly enviable.” 

We traveled toward the other end of town, through unnamed streets littered 
with worn-down hovels and alleyways filled with piles of garbage. All along 
the way, the drunk conjurer tripped countless times on the cracks and 
potholes that filled the neglected streets, and each time, he would loose a 
string of curses at me. 

“You should thank the heavens you aren’t my slave. Something about you 
just pisses me off,” he spat. He glared at me through glossy eyes, unaware 
that if he had been sober and bothered to look carefully, he might’ve 
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recognized who I was. 

I could feel a violent fury building up, but it wasn’t mine. Sylvie, still hidden 
in the depths of my cloak, was on the verge of exploding by the time we 
finally arrived. 

In front of us was a wide, single-story building of solid stone. At a cursory 
glance, the structure appeared to be more than two hundred feet across and 
several dozens of feet deep. Two guards sat lazily against the wall beside the 
front entrance. 

I was sure no buildings this big had existed in Ashber when I lived here, 
which raised the questions: Did Sebastian have this built? And if he did, how 
many slaves had he captured that he required such a large prison? 

The guards scrambled up to their feet, awkwardly saluting out of sync. “Sir!” 

Their gazes flickered in suspicion between me, their boss who was leaning 
heavily against me, and the masked Olfred. One of the guards was already 
gripping the hilt of the crude machete-like sword that was strapped to his 
back. 

“Open the damned doors, useless fools!” Sebastian barked. “We have a 
customer.” 

“Yes, sir!” they answered—in sync, this time—before pulling apart the 
sliding metal doors. 

I guess we'll find out soon enough just how many slaves he’s holding here, I 
thought, and lugged Sebastian in through the entrance with Olfred just beside 
me. 

The smell hit me first. A concoction of foul odors was amplified by the damp 
air, sticky from the lack of proper ventilation. Even Olfred recoiled visibly 
from the stench, but Sebastian merely waved his hands in front of his nose. 
There was little visible other than the flickering lights and the trapdoor on the 
ground a few yards to our right. 

‘Something doesn’t feel right,’ Sylvie warned. 

I feel it too—but then again, if you think about where we are, it’d be weird 
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for it to seem normal, | replied, taking another step. My chest tightened and 
the hair on my skin stood on end, but I ignored my body’s protests. If I was 
going to come back and save the people held here, I had to know the layout 
and approximately how many were imprisoned. 

“Did someone die in here again?” Sebastian said angrily. 

A thin, scraggly man in a uniform of overalls and a dirty apron came running 
from one of the dimly-lit aisles. “Sir! My apologies for the smell. I was just 
cleaning up.” 

Sebastian finally pried himself away from me, standing on his own with the 
help of the wooden cane that the portly woman had been carrying for him. 
“What’s happened?” 

The beady-eyed conjurer began limping down the center aisle, checking on 
each of the prison cells. It was eerie how silent this place was. There were no 
wails of sorrow or cries for help. I studied every one of the slaves as I 
followed behind Sebastian with Olfred. Each one was clothed in rags, 
huddled in the far corner of their cell. When they looked over at us, I got 
shivers from the dark, vacant eyes they all shared. 

Don’t look, | sent to Sylvie as she rustled up from inside my cloak. 

‘It’s that bad,’ Sylvie replied, more as a statement than a question. 

I gritted my teeth. They ’re treated worse than livestock. 

“It was one of the pregnant women,” the cleaner replied, putting down the 
mop he had been holding before following his boss. “She died giving birth.” 
“The baby. Did it live?” Sebastian asked, unfazed. 

“Well have to wait a few more days to know for sure, but it seems healthy as 
of now. It’s a girl.” 

Sebastian nodded in approval. “Excellent. A newborn will be worth more 
than that tramp anyway.” 

As the conjurer slowly hobbled through the aisles, I noticed the different 
reactions from each of the slaves. A few shivered uncontrollably as Sebastian 
passed by, while others glared spitefully; some just stared with distant, 
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hollow gazes. 

“The dwarves and elves are held further down, but”—Sebastian spun around 
to face Olfred, a lewd smirk on his thin, pasty face—‘“‘do you see anyone 
you’re just dying to get your hands on?” 

Olfred raised a hand. “As a matter of fact...” 

Before I could even react, the earth beneath Sebastian began enveloping him, 
covering his feet and creeping up his legs. 

“Huh?” Sebastian blurted as he tried to pry himself from the rising earth. 

I whipped my head toward Olfred. “What are you doing?” 

The Lance remained silent as he continued his spell. It was slow, but he was 
doing it on purpose. I could see the conjurer grow wide-eyed with fear and 
confusion. 

“What are you idiots doing? Get them!” The conjurer readied his wooden 
cane to fire at Olfred, but instead of a spell, he released a shrill scream of 
agony. The earth that had consumed his legs, and was continuing to rise up 
his body, began turning a dark red. A faint sizzle could be heard amidst his 
screams, and the smell of burning flesh reached my nose. 

The spell Olfred had cast on Sebastian wasn’t just to trap him—it was to 
slowly torture him. 

“Olfred!” I called, but to no avail. The janitor had scrambled as far away as 
possible from Sebastian; I could hear the footsteps of the two subordinates 
behind us. 

“Damn it,” I hissed, spinning around just in time to catch the burly man’s arm 
before his dagger struck Olfred in the back. I doubted the feeble attempt 
would’ve done him any harm, but nevertheless, these two were problems. 
“Out of the way!” the brute spat, swinging his other arm. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, I drove a fist into the man’s arm. A sharp 
snap rang out and his hand fell limp by his side. The bearded man howled in 
pain, dropping his dagger to cradle his broken arm. 

I caught the rusty dagger as it fell, and swept my leg just below the portly 
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woman’s knees. She crumpled to the floor, and before she could get back up, 
I drove her companion’s dagger into her hand, skewering her to the ground. 

I looked over my shoulder to see how Sebastian had fared against Olfred, but 
all I saw was a statue of molten lava in the shape of the thin conjurer. He was 
dead, encased in a tomb of hardened magma. 

“What the hell!” I snapped, grabbing Olfred’s shoulder. “Even if you wanted 
him dead, you could’ve killed him without using deviant magic. What are 
you going to do if the Vritra sense what happened here?” 

“Your wotries are in vain,” Olfred said calmly, taking off his mask. 
Confused, I activated Realmheart. I wanted to see just how much mana 
fluctuation the Lance’s spell had caused, and if it was possible we could 
remain hidden despite this setback. 

But what I saw baffled me even more. Particles of mana moved erratically 
around Sebastian’s corpse, but there were also mana fluctuations all around 
us. Either a wide-scale spell had been used or a battle had recently taken 
place here. 

I whirled around, my vision shaky and palms clammy. My instincts had 
already alerted me to what was happening even before I saw the familiar 
Vritra approaching me. 
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174 





MOTHER EARTH'S EMBRACE 


THE FIGURE WALKED with a confident gait, his lanky arms wrapped messily in 
black bandages and dangling by his side. He had a slight hunch, which made 
him look a bit shorter than he actually was, but he still stood well over seven 
feet. Even before he had come close enough for me to make out his face, I 
already knew who he was. 

How could I forget the retainer who had killed the Lance I’d replaced? 

“Uto,” I said calmly, despite the storm raging inside me. 

His dark lips split into a sinister smile. “Hello, boy wonder.” 

“Retainer Uto.” Olfred greeted him with an unnaturally stiff bow. 

I restrained the urge to spit in Olfred’s face. Despite the turn of events, I was 
actually relieved Uto was the retainer who had come. Unlike Cylrit or any 
other Vritra, his motive was obvious. 

Uto ignored the dwarven Lance as he crept closer to me with outstretched 
arms. “You can’t imagine how excited I am to have you here.” 

“Really?” I shrugged, playing along. “I was actually expecting a different 
retainer.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Olfred react. 

“Oh?” Uto dipped his head so his gaze was level with mine, so close that we 
were practically touching. “You seem to know more than I thought you 
would.” 

With Realmheart still active, I could clearly make out his aura, the brilliant 
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nimbus of power crackling and popping chaotically like his very nature. But 
even without it, I could feel the pressure in the air around him—a palpable 
tension that was squeezing the air out of my lungs. 

‘The two humans,’ Sylvie reminded me from within my cloak. 

The subordinates of the now-petrified Sebastian seemed themselves frozen 
into stone as they stared wide-eyed at Uto. They didn’t know who he was, but 
they could feel the might of the being in front of them. 

“Let’s take our fight elsewhere,” I said simply, turning my gaze back to the 
Vritra. 

Uto tilted his head. “Fight? Why would you think a lesser like you is worth 
my time at all?” 

“Because you’re here,” I answered, losing my patience. “If all you wanted to 
do was kill me or capture me, I’m sure Olfred and a few of your soldiers 
would have sufficed.” 

The retainer didn’t answer. He simply gazed at me, looking... unamused. 
Suddenly, he burst into laughter. “I can see why so many of you try so hard 
to keep your motives hidden. For times like these when it should be a 
surprise.” Then he made a dismissive gesture. “Lead the way.” 

“Retainer Uto!” Olfred blurted. “Lord Rahdeas’s instructions were to deal 
with this one cleanly, to minimize the chance of—” 

The Lance gave a nasal scream of pain before he even had the chance to 
finish his sentence. A black spike had shot up from the ground beneath 
Olfred, skewering his nose. 

“Do you think I give a lesser’s ass what your traitorous master thinks is the 
best course of action?” Uto spat, then turned and walked toward the door. 
Before following him, I checked on the two thugs, lying on the floor. They 
were unconscious but still breathing. I made my way toward the entrance I 
had come in from, checking on as many of the slaves as I could. The Vritra’s 
presence had overwhelmed their weak constitutions. Most of them were out 
cold; the ones who were conscious were probably no better off than the ones 
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who weren’t. At the door, I turned back and took one last look at Olfred, who 
had erected a stone pillar below his feet to raise himself up enough to release 
his nose from the black spike. 

Despite my suspicions, I had spent this short trip hoping they weren’t correct. 
Now that I knew they were, it was difficult to wrap my head around the 
emotions manifesting inside me. I had never been good at it in my previous 
life, and I thought I had gotten a little better in this life, but apparently not 
quite enough. 

I broke one of the three beads Aya had given me, activating it before tossing 
it into the large trapdoor by the entrance. Olfred’s eyes grew wide when he 
saw this—he knew exactly what it meant. 

OLFRED WAREND 

I cursed, berating myself for the turn of events. To think she would be 
nearby. There was no time. 

Rubbing my punctured nose—which had already begun to heal—I descended 
into the ground. The earth obeyed, parting beneath me and forming a path to 
the floor underneath the building, which served as a cover. 

I dropped to the underground floor below, and several of the soldiers there 
shouted in surprise. 

The underground level I had made was vast—far larger than the prison 
structure above it. Here, thousands of soldiers were able to rest on standby. 
“Evacuate the premises immediately,” I ordered, my voice echoing off the 
large chamber walls. 

A mixture of responses. Some of the Alacryan soldiers glanced at one 
another, while others blatantly ignored my command. Both they and I were 
fighting for the same cause, but because I had been born on this continent, 
they saw me as a traitor unfit to lead them despite my superior power and 
experience. 

I repeated my order, this time causing the earth around us to quake. We had 
no time. 
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Soldiers began slowly filing toward the stairs leading back up to the surface. I 
tried to help by erecting a few more staircases, but when the light artifacts 
suspended from the walls started to burst one by one, I knew it was too late. 

I cursed and erected a dozen magma knights around me, but the chamber had 
darkened to a near pitch-black state. 

Shouts of confusion from the soldiers bounced off the walls that had once 
served as protection and concealment. Now I feared these men were in a 
prison. 

I shrouded myself in a protective barrier of mana and sent pulses throughout 
the underground chamber in hopes of locating her. 

“Come out, Aya,” I called, hoping to reason with her. “There will be another 
Vritra—a Scythe—coming soon. If you flee now, I can ensure that you’ll 
make it out alive.” I felt no remorse for the fate of these foreign soldiers; they 
were part of a bigger plan and time was running out. If Aya escaped and 
managed to notify the asura—Aldir—of my betrayal, it would be easy for 
him to kill me, simply by invoking the artifact I was bound by. At this point, 
though, I thought I might prefer that over what Aya might do here. 

“So caring.” 

Her whisper brushed against my ear—as if she were right beside me. 

My magma knight promptly lashed out with its sword. A burning arc of lava 
launched in the direction of Aya’s whisper, but only crashed into the far wall. 
The lava scattered into glowing sparks upon impact, lighting up the darkened 
room for just a second. And that was when I noticed it. 

Mist. 

The entire underground chamber was submerged in a thick layer of swirling 
mist that almost seemed to have a mind of its own. And within this mist, 
chaos ensued. 

Sporadic flashes of spells lit up the vast chamber as the soldiers retaliated 
against the intruder, but even those became less frequent as Aya got to work. 
“T have to thank you for trapping so many Alacryans in one place,” she 
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whispered again, this time beside my other ear. “It makes my job much 
simpler.” 

“Enough with your tricks and illusions!” I roared. “Come out and fight me 
face to face! Have you no shame as a Lance?” 

“Shame?” Aya’s voice echoed in unison from at least twelve different 
locations at once. “It’s a matter of common sense, dear. Why would I throw 
away one of the few advantages I have?” 

There was a levity in her words that came off as arrogance in this situation. 
She was always like that—not an ounce of seriousness in her ever-present 
facade. 

“You leave me no choice,” I replied through gritted teeth. “Eliminating a 
Lance will at least make up for my error.” 

I slammed my palm down onto the ground, creating chasms all around the 
floor and walls of the chamber. The temperature within my newly created 
domain rose drastically as glowing magma spilled out from the chasms, 
filling the underground expanse with fiery red light. 

The mist was slowly evaporating, and my senses sharpened. Aya’s spell 
worked much like the mist in the Forest of Elshire, but it also served as an 
anchor for her to freely and near-instantly move about. 

Despite the increasing amounts of fire and earth mana surrounding me, it 
didn’t look good. My first instinct was to escape into an open space where I 
could at least avoid the mist, but that would mean abandoning the thousand 
or so soldiers trapped here. I was tempted to just raise the entire underground 
chamber to the surface, but doing that would destroy the building above us. I 
would not shed innocent dwarven blood if I could help it. 

I scanned my surroundings. Most of the room was obscured by the mist, but 
the earth told me how many were on their feet and how many lay either dead 
or incapacitated. In this short time, more than a fourth had already fallen. 

I cursed once more, but regretted it immediately when an airy laugh sounded 
beside me. 
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“Is the impregnable mental fortress of Olfred Warend slowly crumbling?” 
Aya whispered—behind me this time. 

I saw a group of soldiers in a defensive position, firing out spells, and 
watched as they began dropping to the ground, clutching their necks. 

I won’t be able to protect anyone at this rate, | thought, just before a 
stampede of horned wyrms suddenly appeared around me. 

I ignored the illusions. Instead, I willed three of the rifts on the ground to 
erupt. Three blasts of molten lava coalesced in a fiery collision where I had 
sensed Aya’s mana fluctuation. 

My spell hit. 

“As expected. Can’t let my guard down against you,’ Aya whispered, 
shimmering into view. She was clutching her burned arm. 

Meanwhile, screams of horror and shock echoed through the room, from the 
soldiers who weren’t able to distinguish between reality and her illusions. 
“Your illusions are as sadistic as always, Aya,” I spat in disgust. “Your sick 
habit of torturing your victims is why you are always ostracized—even 
amongst your own people.” 

“T saw that lovely statue you made up there,” Aya replied, fading from view. 
“If you ask me, I’d much rather have my breath sucked out of my lungs than 
be slowly burned to death in a molten tomb.” 

“That filth deserved it.” I erected another magma knight in the location of her 
voice. “I gave him the same fate as those he chose to enslave for monetary 
gain.” 

“Is that the same logic that led you to betray Dicathen?” Her tone was sharp, 
which was rare for Aya. 

“You elves have never understood the hardships our people go through. Even 
after your war with the humans, dwarves are sti// treated as lower class. Just 
because our people would rather hone our magical abilities to create rather 
than destroy, we are belittled and taken advantage of. I trust Lord Rahdeas’s 
decision to join arms with the Vritra and the Alacryan army.” 
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“Do you think the Vritra would care for Rahdeas and your people? The Vritra 
and all the other asuras call us lessers because we’re nothing to them!” she 
hissed, displaying more emotion than I’d ever seen from her. “You’ve read 
the report we were given, haven’t you? How the Vritra experimented with the 
Alacryans in order to enhance their army to fight against the other asura 
clans. They want to do the same here, to your—to our people. Dwarves, 
humans, and elves alike!” 

Now! 

I siphoned as much mana as I could afford, creating a devastating blast of fire 
and stone around me. 

The illusory mist dissipated, revealing the elven Lance. 

She tilted her head. “Did you give up on protecting the Alacryans?” 

“The ones left are dead. The others have escaped through the tunnels I 
created while you were busy lecturing me,” I answered. 

Aya still wore her mask of apathy, but I could tell by the slight twitch of her 
brow that she had miscalculated. 

Without hesitation, I rushed toward her. Aya retaliated, dashing back while 
hurling crescents of compressed air at me. However, I no longer had to worry 
about protecting others, which freed me to fully utilize my power. 

Slabs of lava from the ground and walls began gravitating around me, 
enveloping me to form a protective suit of molten armor. The compressed 
blades of air chipped away at my magical armor, but new slabs of molten 
rock filled in the gaps. 

The magma knights I had summoned all lunged toward the elven Lance, their 
weapons ablaze, but Aya was too fast. Even without the mist shrouding her 
movements, she was easily able to outmaneuver the golems and reduce them 
to pebbles with her counterattack. 

Time seemed to slow as we fought. I couldn’t match her speed, but she 
couldn’t overcome my defenses. 

“It seems we’re at a stalemate,” I said as I regenerated my armor to repair 
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another crack. 

There were patches of raw skin on Aya’s limbs where my magma had 
managed to burn through her defensive aura, but she was still relatively 
unharmed. 

“Well, if this duel goes on for another hour or so, you might actually have the 
upper hand,” she said with a cheery smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
“As I said before, another Vritra is coming soon. It’s not too late for you to 
run away.” 

She replied by hurling a barrage of air blades from all directions. 

Ignoring the damage to my armor—which was already repairing itself—I 
shaped the magma in my left arm into a jagged lance. 

I struck at Aya, simultaneously conjuring spikes of lava from the ground 
beneath her and the wall behind her. 

For a moment, I thought my attack had landed successfully, but then her body 
faded into wisps of air. 

Curse her illusions. 

The battle continued, but it seemed Aya had no intention of beating me. Her 
attacks grew less confident. She seemed to be losing mana, but my instincts 
kept me cautious. She was planning something. 

I let my guard down purposely, hoping she’d get in closer range. 

She took the bait, flickering right above me with a whirlwind of air 
concentrated into a spear-like point around her arm. She struck the crown of 
my helmet, shattering it and nearly piercing my skull as well. 

Reacting instantly, the suit of magma protecting me wrapped itself around 
Aya’s arm, holding her in place. The elf’s eyes widened in horror as I pierced 
her with a mana-infused hand. 

Aya tried to speak, but only stuttered gasps came out as I twisted my 
bloodied arm inside her to ensure she wouldn’t survive. “You’re strong and 
resourceful, Aya, but patience was never your strong suit. If it is any 
consolation, I never wished for it to come to this.” 
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I tugged back my arm but it wouldn’t budge. 

Then I saw it—the thin, hair-like strands of mana all over my armor. 

I immediately tried to sever the mana strands, but my attacks went straight 
through them. 

“You're right,” Aya’s voice whispered beside me—and this time, it really 
was her. “I am rather resourceful.” 

She had spoken to me once about a spell she had been developing, but to 
think she was able to do this—! 

The strands of mana glowed and I felt the air in my lungs convulse. I was still 
breathing only because she willed it. I now realized that throughout our entire 
fight, she had been carefully biding her time, waiting for this moment. 
“Surprised?” she said. “I needed the ever-vigilant Olfred to weaken his 
defenses, and the only way you’d do that is if you thought you had the upper 
hand. It also helped that your huge suit of rock kept your senses dull.” 

The thin strands of mana, which were connected to the tips of her fingers, 
glowed once more and a sharp pain pierced my chest. 

Rather than kill me, though, she kept talking, basking in her victory. “I know 
you’re fascinated by my magic, Olfred. You always have been. Even now, 
you want to know how I’ve done this, don’t you? Regardless of race, every 
body has a natural protection against foreign magic. It’s why water mages 
can’t just drain a person’s body fluids, why earth mages can’t manipulate the 
iron in someone’s blood.” 

“Every capable mage knows that, but to establish a link to directly 
manipulate someone’s body using mana... how?” 

“It is why air mages can’t draw the breath from your lungs,” she said, 
ignoring my question. “Unless...” She trailed off, letting the word hang in the 
air like a guillotine. 

My lungs shuddered as I forced out a deep breath, sure it would be one of my 
last. Despite my strength, this feeling of my breathing being allowed by 
someone else was nothing short of terrifying. 
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I raised my hands in submission as I slowly turned to face Aya. Her usually 
gentle eyes were sharp—the way she looked at her enemies. “I know just by 
your gaze that my fate is sealed. It would be unreasonable for me to ask you 
to have mercy on Lord Rahdeas, but please spare Mica. She had no part in 
this. I had to drug her lest she somehow find her way here.” 

Aya’s brows twitched ever so slightly in thought before she answered. “Ill 
keep it in mind, but that’s not up to me to decide.” 

I replied with a nod. That was the best answer I could hope to get. “Despite 
our disagreements, it was an honor working with you.” 

I thought I saw a sliver of remorse in those cold eyes, but I knew I would 
never be able to confirm it. My breath left me as if it was being ripped out of 
my lungs, and my vision darkened as I felt the cold grasp of Mother Earth 
pulling me back into her embrace. 
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175 





APPEARED 


ARTHUR LEYWIN 

I could see a glimpse of the dawning sun behind the Grand Mountains. It cast 
long shadows over the glades, a flat grassy plain scattered with large boulders 
and splintered logs. 

This place appeared to have been part of the surrounding forest long ago, 
before an avalanche had struck. Snow still lingered, hiding in patches in the 
shadows of the debris and fallen trees. 

Uto stood a dozen or so yards away, swinging his arms as if doing a morning 
stretch. 

‘Arthur.’ Sylvie’s voice was filled with unease. 

I know, | replied, taking off my woolen cloak. J can already sense the 
difference between him and the other retainer we fought. 

“Do you know what most motivates an enemy?” Uto asked, stretching his 
long, thin neck. 

I didn’t answer. Instead, I took Dawn’s Ballad from my dimension ring and 
withdrew it from its scabbard. 

“You don’t know? I’ve found that it’s the enemy seeking revenge who 
retaliates with the most... gusto,” he answered nonchalantly. 

An ethereal glow enveloped the teal blade of my sword despite the lack of 
light around us. Seeing the jagged remains of the broken tip still sent an ache 
to my heart, but I knew that even in this condition, Dawn’s Ballad was the 
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best weapon I could hope for right now. 

I raised my gaze to match Uto’s before answering. “You think this is a battle 
for revenge?” 

“Isn’t it?” He shrugged, taking a step closer as he tapped his chipped horn. 
“You were pretty riled up when you learned I was the one responsible for 
killing that elf.” 

“T met her when she was dying,” I replied, taking a step forward as well. “So 
revenge wouldn’t quite be my motivation. I simply consider you someone 
who needs to be disposed of.” 

Uto frowned. “Well, that’s disappointing. Here I was, so excited that you’d 
be hell-bent on using every ounce of your being to seek vengeance for your 
comrade, companion, or possibly even lover—scratch that; you’re a little too 
young for her, unless she was into that kind of...” 

The lanky retainer mumbled on in his fantasy, then abruptly clapped his 
hands together. “Aha! Grandpa elf! His precious granddaughter is around 
your age, isn’t she? Considering how close you are to that family, it would 
make more sense for you to fancy her than the elven Lan—” 

The sickle-shaped blade of frost I had launched at the lanky retainer 
dissipated when it hit a black spike that manifested from the ground in front 
of him. The ink-stained metal spikes froze at the impact, but remained whole. 
“See? That’s the kind of rage and impatience I was looking forward to.” He 
snapped his fingers, as if in regret. “I should’ve killed the elf princess, or 
maybe a family member of yours, rather than waiting all the way out here for 
you to show up.” 

“Are you done?” I asked through gritted teeth, holding my sword out in an 
offensive stance. 

Uto merely shrugged. “You may as well have that little bond of yours come 
out. You’re going to need all the help you can get.” 

“Come out, Sylvie,” I said aloud, keeping my gaze locked on the retainer. 

She hopped out of my cloak, looking as fierce and fearless as I’d ever seen 
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her. I could feel her determination in my mind, fortifying me against the 
creeping sense of impending doom clawing at my gut. 

“It’s a shame that the circumstances surrounding this battle aren’t as fervent 
as I thought they’d be, pup. That elemental blast you shot at me when we first 
met—that left a significant impression, you see. It made me think I had hurt 
you deeply—personally.” Uto let out a deep, exaggerated breath. ““No matter. 
Let’s see if you can humor me for at least a few minutes.” 

Uto took a step forward, but unlike the casual saunter he had used before, the 
space around him suddenly distorted. His presence became almost palpable in 
the air, and each step sent ripples of vibrations into the ground. 

I immediately unleashed Realmheart, and Sylvie shifted into her draconic 
form. 

“A wyvern?” Uto asked, tilting his head. 

With Sylvie’s powers sealed since birth by her mother, she appeared to be a 
very powerful mana beast, but no more than that. I had stayed cautious since 
the war had begun, but it was a relief to see that even a retainer couldn’t tell. 
“Why? Does that scare you?” I pushed. 

He responded with a wicked sneer, then nonchalantly flicked his right hand. 
With Realmheart amplifying my affinity to the ambient mana surrounding us, 
I sensed the disturbance in front of me before I could actually see anything. 
Sylvie and I dashed in opposite directions just in time to dodge the barrage of 
black spikes that had instantly manifested from beneath us. 

The ground we had just been standing on now looked like the back of a large 
and angry porcupine. Each of the seven-foot spikes gleamed with menace. 
“Brandish your weapon, pup!” Uto spat, drawing a large black harpoon from 
the center of his palm. 

I brought Dawn’s Ballad close to my side, pointing the weapon’s fractured tip 
at Uto. The runes glowing on my arm burned with a comforting warmth as I 
began coalescing the mana surrounding me. 

The blade of my sword shimmered in a scintillating array of colors as I 
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infused ice, fire, lightning, and wind. No weapon other than Dawn’s Ballad 
could have held strong with such an overwhelming amount of mana being 
loaded into it. 

Let’s go! With Sylvie by my side, I charged. 

I held my sword low as I raced toward the retainer. The ground beneath my 
weapon was splintered by its passing aura, but ruining nature was the least of 
my concerns. 

With a manic grin, Uto charged as well, his harpoon arm drawn back, like a 
snake ready to lash out. 

In an instant, my blade met his, creating a spherical wave from the sheer 
concussive force of our impact. The elements infused in Dawn’s Ballad 
surged out, but Uto held on effortlessly. 

He waggled his eyebrows at me, our weapons still intertwined. “Not bad.” 
‘Duck, ’ Sylvie said. 

I immediately obeyed, and my bond lashed out with her long tail, hitting him 
square in the side as soon as I dropped to the ground. 

Uto flew away, slamming into a nearby boulder which shattered upon impact. 
The veil of debris had yet to clear when I flourished Dawn’s Ballad. A 
polychromatic crescent of mana ripped from my blade, slicing the cloud of 
dust as it traveled. 

The earth shook violently as the shockwave carved a trench into the ground 
before exploding through several trees, which fell in a series of splintering 
crashes around Uto. 

‘He’s still alive,’ Sylvie informed me. She was already prepared for her next 
attack. 

I lowered myself, weaving more mana around my body in case of a surprise 
strike, but rather than a retaliation, a laugh rang from within the depression in 
the ground. Again, I saw the flickering fluctuations of mana around me. Thin 
spikes were conjured from thin air while large pillars of the black metal fired 
out from the shadows beneath the many boulders and fallen logs. 
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I parried the thin spikes, each one sending a jarring amount of force up my 
arms. Meanwhile, Sylvie knocked aside the thick pillars that had sprouted 
from the darker shadows. Her thick scales managed to withstand most of the 
attacks, but the sheer volume and intensity of Uto’s sudden barrage left us 
both wounded and bleeding. 

Don’t heal us, I ordered when Sylvie gathered mana into her breath. Not yet, 
at least. 

Fortunately, the spikes weren’t laced with poison, but it was almost unfair 
how the retainer was able to conjure them out of thin air. 

Even advanced earth mages had to shape the earth around them before firing 
them out. Uto seemed to be able to just manifest his attacks wherever he 
pleased. 

“T expected more, pup,” Uto sighed theatrically as he walked out of the 
depression of earth that I had created with my last attack. 

Cover my back, I sent Sylvie, siphoning more mana out of my mana core and 
into my body. I could see my long hair turning white as I fell deeper into the 
Realmheart Physique. The runes became more complex and I could feel the 
mark branded on my back as well. The mana around me seemed eager to 
obey my thoughts. It twirled around me, forming seamlessly into spells that 
would normally require immense concentration. 

Dawn’s Ballad was emblazoned in a silver aura of frost, and my left fist 
crackled with tendrils of black lightning. 

Uto’s brows were knitted, but he had no time for thought as I arrived, 
unleashing a torrent of attacks. My crystalline sword was no more than a blur, 
leaving only streaks of silver in its path. I weaved in punches, elbows, knees, 
and kicks as Kordri had taught me in our years of training. Every time I 
swung Dawn’s Ballad, he instantly countered with a black spike, which froze 
and shattered on impact. Meanwhile Sylvie stayed close behind, her limbs a 
flurry of scales and claws as she hacked and ripped away at the neverending 
barrage of black spikes Uto conjured. Soon, the area around us became a ruin 
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of frozen rubble and severed spikes of black metal. 

‘This isn’t good, Arthur. Uto’s attacks seem to get faster and stronger the 
longer we fight,’ Sylvie grunted. 

My eyes remained locked on the retainer, who had yet to receive a single 
wound. Every time it seemed like I was about to land an attack, a black slate 
of metal would form around the area, protecting him. 

I'll have to kick it up a notch. 

The thick tendrils of black lightning that coiled around my arm receded at my 
beckoning. I internalized the lightning magic, quickening my reaction time 
by reinforcing my very neurons with crackling energy. 

The entire world seemed to slow. My senses were heightened—to an almost 
overwhelming degree. Colors seemed to pop, and the tiny particles of mana 
visible through Realmheart came alive. 

I swung Dawn’s Ballad once more and easily dipped under Uto’s thrust. Just 
as my blade was about to connect with Uto’s exposed side, I saw it. 

The retainer’s black spike magic, which seemed instant in normal time, was 
rapidly coalescing just where my attack was about to hit. I instantly 
redirected my strike upward, to just below his arm. 

I could see the ghastly mana moving, reacting to my new attack. But it didn’t 
reach in time. I feigned another attack, then drove my fist into his sternum 
instead. 

The retainer buckled over from the blow. He took a step back to keep himself 
upright, and a thin trail of fluid too dark to be blood trickled down the side of 
his mouth. 

I was surprised that my attack had actually connected. I paused for a beat 
before lunging forward with another strike. 

It’s in the shadows, Sylv! 1 screamed internally. Those black spikes can only 
manifest in areas of darkness. That’s why his spells are always more 
powerful when they come from the shadows. 

Uto’s hand blurred. It blurred. Despite being in Realmheart and having 
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Thunderclap Impulse heightening my senses, I couldn’t clearly see his strike. 
His fist hit me like a train. Even with the density of mana protecting my 
body, I felt myself flicker in and out of consciousness. By the time I had 
collected myself, I was twenty feet away, with my back up against the 
shattered trunk of a tree. 

Sylvie was holding Uto off, the blood from her fresh wounds coating her 
black scales. Since her abilities had been sealed, she wasn’t able to keep up 
with Uto any more than I could, even with her superior defenses. 

I got up, pondering whether to try Burst Step once more to outmaneuver Uto. 
Sylvie’s sharp tone cut off my thoughts. ‘You'll be crippled for the rest of 
your life if you use Burst Step again!’ 

It’s better than dying here, isn’t it? | sent back, frustration lacing my voice. 
‘There are other options to explore before we use that!’ she hissed, twisting 
her large body to avoid Uto’s attack. She batted the retainer away with her 
wing before launching herself directly at me. ‘Get ready!’ 

Realizing that she wasn’t going to stop, I leaped and latched myself onto the 
base of her neck just before she kicked off the ground. Almost instantly we 
cleared a hundred feet, and continued to fly higher. 

What's your plan? 

‘Like you said, it’s the shade. He’s able to manifest those metal spikes from 
wherever he wants as long as there are shadows,’ she explained as we rose 
high enough that the mountain wasn’t blocking the sun. 

I winced at the bright rays, but immediately knew what Sylvie intended. 

We were fighting in a giant shadow! 

‘Exactly. That’s how he was able to conjure his attacks from wherever he 
pleased. If we fight him here, he’ll be much more limited in where he can 
attack.’ 

I steadily stood up on Sylvie’s back. She and I had never fought together like 
this. In my previous world, I’d had to spend hours training to fight on 
horseback, and I imagined that had to be easier than balancing hundreds of 
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feet above the ground on a flying dragon. 

I barely had enough time to find my balance before Uto appeared just a few 
feet above us, a black spear in hand. 

His shadow-magic spear, which had previously glistened like metal, looked 
dull now that he had to rely on the shadow his body cast as an anchor for his 
spells. 

Careful not to hurt Sylvie, I pushed myself off her back and enveloped my 
body in a spherical whirlwind. 

Activating Thunderclap Impulse once more, I barreled straight into the 
retainer’s spear. Sylvie had been right; without the shadows, his attacks 
didn’t come from all directions—only from the parts of his body facing away 
from the sun. Black spikes jutted from his body, but the spikes weren’t nearly 
as dense or imposing. 

“You’re pretty smart, pup. I’m glad you found my weakness,” Uto said, his 
voice muffled by the wind. 

It was awkward fighting in the air. Just as Uto was restrained by the lack of 
shade, I was limited by the fact that I couldn’t fly. Sylvie maneuvered herself 
around me, acting as a platform for me to jump off of. 

Try not to stay too close in case Uto tries to use the shadow your body casts, 
I sent Sylvie as I rushed in for another attack. 

With Thunderclap Impulse’s effects further enhanced by Realmheart, I 
thought we would be able to win. Trails of ichor leaked from the shallow 
wounds I managed to inflict on Uto, but his expression unsettled me. 

His face, which had been the picture of manic glee, had mellowed into an 
expression of... boredom. 

“Even with this handicap, you haven’t been able to land a single meaningful 
hit,” he said, his voice somber. “It’s disappointing.” 

“Sorry, but I’m not fighting you to impress you,” I spat, spinning around. The 
fractured tip of Dawn’s Ballad sunk into Uto’s chest. I let the mana coalesced 
into the blade surge out, and Uto’s entire body became engulfed in frost, fire, 
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lightning, and wind. 

I kept my grip on my sword as I felt the two of us starting to drop. For a 
moment, I thought I had done it. I thought I had killed him. 

Then I saw a black swirl manifest from where my sword was embedded into 
him. My attack had managed to destroy most of the bandages he had wrapped 
himself with, only to reveal what looked like piercings. 

He had little studs of metal all over his torso and limbs, and, to my horror, 
each of those metal piercings cast its own little shadow around his entire 
body. 

Uto’s horn glowed with a purplish-black light while the shadow from his 
countless piercings spread entirely around his body. 

I tried pulling Dawn’s Ballad free of Uto’s chest, but no matter how much 
mana I imbued into my body, I wasn’t strong enough to pry it out. 

“If you were able to notice my weakness in the short time we have been 
playing, don’t you think I would’ve found out about it a long time ago?” His 
voice was muffled by the black mask that covered his entire head and face, 
except for his horns. 

“Sylvie!” I said aloud, letting go of Dawn’s Ballad. 

My bond immediately repositioned herself to catch me, but a black spike 
suddenly shot out from Uto’s body. 

I siphoned more mana from my core, manifesting a gauntlet of ice around my 
right hand to strike the black projectile. I knew if I dodged it, the attack 
would hit Sylvie, so I smashed it aside instead, successfully redirecting the 
attack. 

Or I thought I had. 

Uto pointed a finger at me, as if warning me of something. I couldn’t see his 
expression behind his shadow mask, but I swore I could feel his hateful sneer. 
An instant later, I felt the sharp prick of something against my skin— 
something coming up from below me. 

With the internal lightning-attribute mana art enhancing my reactions, 
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tapping into the mysterious aether around me, | activated the first phase of 
my dragon’s will. 

Aevum, the control over time. With little mastery of and insight to this 
powerful ability, I was able to briefly stop time around me. Lady Myre had 
said aether could not be manipulated, only influenced—but in my case, it felt 
like I was merely tapping into the influence Sylvia had once had over aevum. 
Colors flipped and the purple particles of aether around me trembled 
violently. Uto, Sylvie, and even the black spike almost lodged into my back 
—it all stopped abruptly. With Uto’s last attack no longer in motion, I was 
able to whirl away and avoid the full brunt of the impact. 

Releasing Distortion—what I chose to call phase one—was much like letting 
out my breath after being underwater until the brink of drowning. I was 
barely able to gather my wits as the black spike flew past, disoriented as I 
was from the near miss. 

My body hurtled downward, but just as I landed on Sylvie’s back, Uto 
reacted. He flashed across the sky like black lightning and struck Sylvie and I 
simultaneously, throwing us into a downward spiral. 

As we plummeted toward the ground like a comet, I flashed in and out of 
consciousness once more. My entire body was a bundle of agony; I couldn’t 
discern exactly which part of me was broken. 

Without even the luxury of screaming from the pain, I desperately tried to 
protect myself and my bond using magic. 

Change into your fox form! I cried, but rather than obey, Sylvie scrunched her 
body into a ball, covering me with her arms, neck, torso, and wings. I could 
feel the warmth of her underbelly as she gripped me harder. 

‘You don’t have enough mana to take the impact. At least my body will be 
able to block some of the force.’ 

Fool, I replied. Even in my thoughts I sounded weak. 

I braced myself for the impact but it never came—or rather, I never felt it. By 
the time I regained consciousness, I was in the center of a crater, even more 
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exhausted. 

Sylv? I tried to get up, but my body refused to listen. 

Sylvie? I sent out once more. No response. 

A weak moan escaped my mouth as I turned. Sylvie’s body was still 
underneath me, but her limbs were splayed out and there were black spikes 
everywhere beneath us—some broken, some jutting out of her. 

“No.” I shook my bond. “Sylvie. Wake up.” I shook harder. 


{?? 


“This isn’t funny, Sylvie!” I rolled off her body, scratching myself on a 
nearby spike. 

“Sylvie, please!” My vision swam and I could feel my heart trying to burst 
out of my chest. 

A wave of panic rushed over me, numbing me to all the pain. I crawled 
desperately, trying to dislodge her arm from a large black spike. I gritted my 
teeth, holding back sobs while trying to think of a way to help my bond. 
“Aether,” I muttered breathlessly as I held my hands against her body. It was 
a long shot, but I had to try. 

I activated Realmheart once more. Every inch of my body screamed in pain at 
the backlash, but I held on. With the particles of mana and aether visible, I 
desperately tried to somehow guide the purple particles into Sylvie’s body. 
“Please,” I begged. 

The purple particles of aether around Sylvie began quivering, as if answering 
my desperate cry for help. Slowly they swirled and seeped through her scales. 
I didn’t know what would happen. Since Sylvie was able to heal me through 
aether, I thought maybe she could use it to heal herself as well. 

Unable to keep Realmheart active any longer, I sank to my knees, pressing 
my face against the base of Sylvie’s neck. 

“You’re going to be okay,” I breathed. “You have to be okay.” 

Several black spikes had pierced Sylvie’s body and limbs, but I didn’t have 
the strength to pull them out. I tried hitting the black spike that had impaled 
her side, hoping it would come loose from the ground. 
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I struck at it. I struck again. I pummeled it until I couldn’t condense mana 
anymore and my knuckles bled. 

“Your beast will live,’ a female voice said from somewhere nearby. It 
sounded calm and mature. 

Aya? 

Desperate and hopeful, I turned around and looked up, but it wasn’t her. It 
was a girl, but it wasn’t Aya. 

Far from it. 

It was the girl I had seen at the cavern in Darv. 

The Scythe. Except... in her hand was Uto. And he appeared dead. 
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176 





THE FIRST SCYTHE 


I STARED SILENTLY AT HER. 

Sweat drenched my skin and my entire head throbbed. My tongue felt like a 
rag that had been wrung dry. My body felt fear, but my mind was lost in a 
web of thoughts. I could feel the gears turning as my brain tried to come up 
with a scenario that would make sense of this turn of events. The conclusion 
that it came to, however... 

There was no way out. 

With no mana left in my core, my body on the brink of collapsing from 
backlash, and my bond incapacitated, I did the only thing I could do. I 
waited. 

The woman stood near the rim of the crater Sylvie’s body had made. She 
looked fundamentally different from the retainers I had seen up to now. 

Her hair was long and reflected the sun like liquid amethyst. Unlike the 
witch, Uto, or Cylrit, whose complexions had been varying shades of sickly 
gray, this woman’s skin had the quality of polished alabaster. Her eyes were 
as piercing as the long black horns that spiraled up from her skull like an 
impala’s. 

Aside from her remarkable physical appearance, what struck me most 
strongly was her aura—or rather, her lack of an aura. 

It wasn’t like when I had learned to hide my presence. Rather, the Scythe’s 
aura seemed to be there, but controlled—contained like a devastating bomb 
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ready to explode. The only time I had felt this was when I’d met Lord 
Indrath. Sylvie’s grandfather—the current leader of the asuras—had the same 
suffocating presence; it made everyone wary of when he might explode. 

I swallowed heavily, which was the biggest movement I’d made since I had 
become aware of the Scythe’s arrival. 

She remained still, though. That was a good sign. If she wanted to kill me, 
she could have done so by now. I wanted to ask why she was holding onto 
the dead or unconscious Uto by his hair, but couldn’t quite work up the 
nerve. 

I was pretty certain that neither Sylvie nor I had done Uto any serious harm; 
that meant either he had exceeded his limits with that last attack, or that this 
Scythe had something to do with his current state. Both options seemed 
unlikely. 

Without moving, I kept using Mana Rotation to passively regain mana. My 
body burned and my core ached from backlash, but I held on. No matter how 
much mana I gained, there was nothing I could do anyway; I couldn’t escape 
with Sylvie in this condition and there was no way I was going to leave her 
behind. My brain flickered with the notion that it might be worthwhile to 
fight against this Scythe, but that thought was quickly doused by every other 
fiber of my being. 

So I remained in the same exact position, staring at the purple-haired Scythe. 
Dozens of possible scenarios ran through my thoughts, but then she did 
something I would never have predicted. 

Reaching down with her free hand, the Scythe snapped off Uto’s horns one 
by one, as if she were plucking flowers. Without speaking, she casually 
tossed them at me. I reacted instinctively, as if they were bombs—and for all 
I knew, they could be. I scrunched into a ball, protecting my vitals. I 
positioned myself between the severed horns and my bond in the feeble hope 
that I could somehow protect my two-ton dragon, but nothing happened. The 
two black horns clattered as they rolled down the side of the crater before 
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stopping anticlimactically at my feet. 

I looked at the horns on the ground cautiously, then locked eyes with the 
Scythe. Her behavior didn’t make any sense; from what I had gathered, the 
Vritra’s horns were an important part of themselves. Why would she do that 
to her ally? 

Just when I thought her actions couldn’t be more unpredictable, the Scythe 
lifted Uto by his hair and pierced his body with a thin blade of what looked to 
be pure mana. The deadly purple blade jutted through Uto’s sternum, but he 
didn’t react at all. Could he really be... 

Whether it was because I was exhausted—physically and mentally—or the 
Scythe was enacting some sort of scheme, I couldn’t make sense of her 
actions. At this point, I was just shocked that she had been able to so easily 
pierce Uto’s core. 

Mana and beast cores were dense, hypersensitive parts of the body; the higher 
the user’s stage, the more resilient they were. Being able to pierce through 
Uto’s core without causing him complete agony meant that this Scythe had 
done something more than simply knocking him unconscious. 

The Scythe tossed Uto like a ragdoll into the crater, toward Sylvie and me. 

“It was a tough battle, but you managed to defeat Uto. You were able to keep 
him alive, but for safety measures, you pierced his core to ensure that he 
won’t be able to use any mana art. You did this so you can take him back to 
interrogate him,” the Scythe said, as if reading from a script. 

My initial response was to ask what was going on, but this Scythe seemed 
like the sort of person who despised needless questions that wasted her time. 
Based on her actions, it seemed that she either didn’t agree with this war or 
she had her own personal agenda. I could work with either option, as long as 
it meant I wasn’t going to die today. 

I asked a different question instead. 

“Would it be too much to ask your name?” I muttered, my voice betraying 
me despite the confidence I was trying to project. 
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There was a slight rising of one of her brows, but that was the only outward 
change of expression she exhibited. 

After a slight pause, she answered, her voice flat, “Seris Vritra.” 

Pushing myself up off the ground, I managed to sit up, propping my back 
against Sylvie’s body. My own body felt like it weighed as much as Sylvie 
did, but I did my best to appear poised. 

“Thank you, Seris Vritra. I won’t forget this kindness.” I dipped my head 
respectfully. It wasn’t clear whether this Scythe was an enemy or an ally. She 
seemed like neither, but whatever the case, she had saved my life—and 
Sylvie’s. For that, the least I could do was thank her, regardless of her race or 
stance in this war. 

Seris cracked a slight smile. “Peculiar boy.” 

The Scythe turned, preparing to leave. Then, over her shoulder, she said, “For 
both our sakes, get stronger—fast. Uto’s horns will be an invaluable resource 
for you if you can manage to extract the mana stored inside.” 

Wide-eyed, I gingerly scooped up the two fist-sized horns and stored them 
inside my ring. By the time I looked back up, Seris had disappeared. 

I wasn’t sure whether it was because Uto was unconscious or because Seris 
had destroyed his core, but the bed of black spikes—which Sylvie had used 
her own body to protect me from—had crumbled. Sylvie’s wounds were 
already closing, and her breathing became more relaxed. I thought white core 
mages healed fast, but Sylvie’s recovery was actually visible. 

No longer worried that my bond might die out here, I turned my attention to 
the unconscious and bleeding retainer. Dawn’s Ballad still pierced his chest, 
but it slid out easily when I gave it a tug. My sword had left hardly a scratch 
on Uto, but Seris’s seemingly nonchalant attack had easily pierced his body 
and core. 

“It looks like I have quite a ways to go before I try to take on another 
retainer, let alone a Scythe,” I muttered to myself. I hated to admit it, but, 
with the appearance of Seris, I had completely lost my will to fight. It had 
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been a while since I had felt so helpless. It wasn’t a good feeling, and this 
time was no different. 

When I had enough mana gathered, I attempted to use magic—but my core 
churned, sending me in a fit of agony. The mana burned as I channeled it 
through my body, but I was finally able to encase Uto’s body in ice. 

Despite having almost died just moments ago, a sense of calm surrounded 
me. There were things I should’ve been doing right now—helping Aya if her 
battle hadn’t already ended, informing Mica about Olfred’s betrayal—but 
right now, I couldn’t. In my weakened state, I couldn’t help them even if I 
wanted to, so I gave in to my body’s demands and rested. 

I leaned heavily against Sylvie’s body, her rhythmic breathing almost 
therapeutic. I usually never let myself fall into daydreams or wistful fantasies, 
but right now, I felt like I deserved it. Letting my thoughts drift, I allowed 
myself to imagine my life after the war. I let myself have some happy 
thoughts, even if they wouldn’t necessarily come true. 

Thoughts of myself, grown up—maybe even sporting a beard—with a family 
of my own. Tess’s face popped into my mind, and I immediately felt the urge 
to abandon my reverie. But I deserved this little fantastical break. 

So I let the scenes continue. Tess looked older—more mature but still 
dazzlingly beautiful. She smiled brightly at something I’d just said, her 
cheeks coloring with just a slight tinge of red. She tucked a loose strand of 
hair behind her ear before glancing upward at me coyly. She took a single 
step toward me, and then suddenly we were chest to chest. Tess raised herself 
up on her toes as she closed her eyes. Her blush deepened and her long lashes 
quivered. 

Just as she pursed her lips to kiss me, Tessia was suddenly ripped from my 
arms. I was surrounded by darkness, but I could vaguely make out the figure 
standing in front of me, just a few feet away. 

It was me. The former me. 

What makes you think you can have this happiness—that you deserve this 
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happiness? The former me spoke, his voice echoing through the void. 

After what you did to them, do you think you can just forget and move on? 
They died because of your choices. They paid the price for your selfishness. 
Whether you’re King Grey or Arthur Leywin, you can only exist alone. 
Whether you’re King Grey or Arthur... 

... Grey or Arthur... 

... Arthur... 

“Arthur!” 

I jolted awake. In front of me was Aya. 

Her expression immediately relaxed and a flicker of relief shone in her eyes. 
“You wouldn’t wake up no matter how hard I shook you. I was beginning to 
worry something had happened during the fight.” 

“T’m just a bit tired.” I mustered a smile to reassure her. 

Aya nodded. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 

Staring at the elven Lance, I saw that she was much paler than normal, but 
she had no visible wounds. “How did it go on your side?” 

Aya’s expression darkened. “A few of the Alacryan soldiers were able to 
escape. As for the traitor, I executed him.” 

Traitor. Execute. | mulled over the elf’s choice of words. She was distancing 
herself from the fact that she had killed a former comrade. I couldn’t blame 
her; Olfred’s death left a bitter taste in my mouth too, but Aya had worked 
alongside him longer than I had. 

“What about Mica?” I asked. 

Aya shook her head. “I came here straight after finishing my job at the 
Alacryan’s hidden base. I thought you might need my help, but I see that it 
was unnecessary.” 

For a brief moment, I thought of telling the Lance about Seris and how she 
had helped me, but I chose not to. There was no hard reasoning behind it; I 
just wanted to know more about Seris before saying anything. “It was a hard 
battle, but with Sylvie’s help, I was able to defeat him.” 
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There was a flash of doubt in Aya’s eyes, but she immediately recovered with 
a curt nod. “I’m glad you both got through this in one piece. We’ve won.” 
“Thanks,” I said, stroking Sylvie’s body. “It doesn’t feel like we won though. 
We managed to bring down a retainer, but at the cost of a member of the 
Council and a Lance—maybe even two.” 

“T think it’s safe to leave it at just one Lance,” Aya replied, staring idly at 
Uto, whose frozen body I had left upright. 

“So Mica wasn’t a part of it?” 

Aya shook her head. “She still needs to be questioned, but I highly doubt it.” 
I rested my head against Sylvie’s body, grateful for that bit of news, at least. I 
could feel my bond in my thoughts again—a mixture of the emotions she was 
feeling in her dreams. 

“With Rahdeas’s arrest and Mica’s questioning, along with this retainer’s 
interrogation, it’s going to be hectic when we get back to the castle,” I said, 
more to myself than to Aya. 

“It definitely will be, so get some rest here while you can.” 

I smiled weakly at Aya, thinking there was too much on my mind for me to 
relax: what to think about Seris’s actions; how to utilize the horns to get 
stronger; how to explain the recurring nightmares about my past life. But in 
the battle between my body and mind, my body prevailed, and I succumbed 
to the compelling lure of sleep. 
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177 





GREYING GLIMPSE 


“Next! Cadet Grey, no surname. Please step onto the platform,” said the 
researcher on the other side of the glass. He wore an immaculate lab coat, and 
his half-closed eyes never left his clipboard. “Please place your dominant 
hand on the globe and wait for further instructions.” 

I did as instructed, broadening my shoulders and puffing out my chest—as if 
my posture was somehow going to help me on this test. 

“Now, Cadet Grey, the globe is a sensor that will measure your ki level. 
Please imbue ki into the sensor until you are given the signal to stop.” 

Taking a deep breath, I siphoned the ki from my sternum and let it flow up 
and through my right arm into the glass sphere. My ki looked like droplets of 
ink in water as it swirled and expanded in the sensor that was measuring it. I 
saw the researchers jotting down notes with looks of disappointment. 

Barely a minute had passed and I was already sweating profusely, my hand 
trembling on top of the globe. 

“You may stop,” the same researcher said through the intercom, his voice 
sounding even less impressed than it had before. “Please proceed to the 
training grounds for the final part of your assessment.” 

I walked out the same door I had come in through, taking a peek back as the 
researchers discussed my score behind their glass window. The one who had 
given me the instructions was shaking his head. 

Walking down the brightly lit corridor, I stopped at the back of a line of 
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cadets waiting their turn for the final portion of the assessment. 

“Hey... do you know what the last test will be?” asked the bulky young man 
in front of me in line. He seemed nervous. 

“We’ve been through the tests to measure our mental acuity, physical 
strength, and ki. Just by process of elimination, this last one can only be 
that.” 

The muscular teen’s eyes lit up in realization and he grinned smugly. “Oh... 
that! Haha! I’m good at that.” 

I let out a small laugh at the simpleton’s change in attitude. It was the same 
for me—I was also good at that. 

The line started moving again, and we filed into a large auditorium with a 
ceiling at least a hundred feet high. There were already a fair number of 
cadets gathered in designated locations, with an instructor leading each 
group. I scanned the area in hopes of finding Nico or Cecilia, but I couldn’t 
see either of them. 

Another instructor stood at the front of our line, guiding each of the new 
cadets to a different group. He pointed to his right, toward a crowd of 
nervous cadets near the far corner, and the bulky boy in front of me 
confidently swaggered to his assigned group. 

“Cadet Grey, no surname,” the instructor read. 

I stifled the urge to scowl every time a faculty member pointed out the fact 
that I had no family name. Why did that matter here? 

“Proceed to Group 4C, halfway to the far left corner of the auditorium. The 
floor is marked for your convenience,” the instructor said, pointing in the 
appropriate direction. 

I gave him a curt nod and walked to my group, which was a hodgepodge of 
approximately a dozen young men and women of all different sizes and 
builds. A petite girl who looked to be around my age stood confidently with 
her arms crossed. She was purposely leaking traces of her ki so everyone 
around her could feel it. A toned boy with neatly cropped hair and an 
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arrogant smirk stood tall, placing himself near the front of the group. Judging 
by the crest pinned to his chest pocket, he was from a military family. No 
doubt he had been raised to be a prominent member of the military—perhaps 
even a contender to challenge for the position of king. 

In the middle of the group was our instructor—a heavyset man who looked to 
be in his forties, his mustache better groomed than his thinning hair. 

“Cadet Grey?” the instructor asked with a raised brow as he read off his 
clipboard. 

“Yes, sir.” I nodded respectfully. No point in being brusque with the man 
responsible for determining my status inside this military academy. 

“Okay! Looks like everyone’s here then,” he said, tucking his clipboard 
under his armpit and clasping his hands. “Hello everyone. You may all refer 
to me as Instructor Gredge. Before we begin, I'd like to say a few words.” 
The cadets in our group shuffled around him in a circle so everyone could 
see. 

“As many of you have guessed, this last portion of the entry exam will be 
practical combat. I have the ki level results here for everyone in this group, 
and while I will not disclose anyone’s level, Pll tell you now that they all 
differ. Practical combat means that you will not always have the luxury of 
being able to fight someone with the same level of ki as you. Sometimes 
you'll be lucky and face an opponent who can barely strengthen his fist.” 

A few cadets in our group snickered at that. 

“Other times, you will be in situations where your opponent has a much 
larger ki pool than you do,” the instructor continued, holding up his clipboard 
once more. “Regardless, you will be judged on your ability to adapt 
accordingly and, most importantly, prevail.” 

We exchanged glances with each other. Then a scrawny teen, who looked a 
few years older than me, raised his arm and spoke. “Are the rumors true— 
that cadets can die during this test?” 

Instructor Gredge scratched his beard. “Highly unlikely. The weapons are 
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blunted and softened. Also, I'll be carefully monitoring the fights and will 
intervene when necessary.” 

A few cadets in the group were still anxious despite the instructor’s 
reassurance. I couldn’t blame them. The difference in ki levels made a huge 
difference in strength and agility—enough so that even a softened weapon 
could be deadly. 

The instructor cleared his throat to get our attention. “As you all know, the 
entry exam is important for determining and securing a cadet’s future in this 
academy. Those who do well here will be well-supported by the academy and 
be given resources to further their skills, while those who do poorly will be 
neglected and eventually expelled. It’s unfair, but it’s also the way of life. I'd 
ask if any of you have any questions but we’re short on time, so let’s begin.” 
Our plump instructor waved his hand, motioning for some of the cadets to get 
out of his way. He then dug out a key from his pocket and inserted it into the 
wall. That was when I noticed the faint seams in the ground. 

“As this is an exam and not a class, we will not be debriefing you on these 
matches. You may choose to speculate amongst yourselves, however,” he 
said. As he spoke, the wall slid open to reveal a weapon rack, and at the same 
time panes of glass-like material rose from the thin seams in the ground. 
Within seconds, an area roughly thirty feet on each side was enclosed by the 
clear walls, which rose dozens of feet high. 

“First up will be Cadet Janice Creskit against Cadet Twain Burr. Select the 
weapon of your choice and enter the arena.” Instructor Gredge motioned at 
the door and the panes slid open. 

The small-framed girl who had been flaunting her ki picked out a blunted 
spear, while the scrawny teen who had just asked the instructor whether it 
was possible to die carefully selected a shield and sword. They followed the 
instructor into the enclosed area, the panes closing behind them. 

“Glancing blows will be ignored; I will determine whether the match will 
stop or not. Until then, fight to your heart’s content.” Our instructor placed 
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himself in between Janice and the anxious Twain. “Begin!” 

Twain jumped back and immediately fell into a defensive stance, holding his 
fiberglass shield up while keeping his blunted sword close to his body. 
Janice, on the other hand, lunged at her opponent. A muted thud resounded as 
her spear clashed with Twain’s shield, but she didn’t relent. With no regard 
for her own safety, she let loose a wild set of thrusts, pushing Twain back 
with each one. 

The petite girl lashed out like a cat, quick and agile, but too reckless. 
Although his knitted brows showed uncertainty, Twain seemed to realize her 
weakness and timed his next block to parry away Janice’s spear. 

She staggered just a step, but that was all Twain needed. He quickly swung 
his sword, striking her square in the shoulder. I expected her to writhe in 
pain, or at least recoil from the direct hit, but a translucent layer of ki warded 
off the worst of the blow. 

With a smug grin plastered on her face, Janice smacked Twain’s sword away 
with her hand and tackled him with the same shoulder that had taken the 
blow. Twain buckled. Janice followed up by swiping her weapon at Twain’s 
legs, sweeping him off his feet—literally. 

The scrawny teen fell to the floor and Janice raised her spear. But before she 
could bring the weapon down into Twain’s face, Instructor Gredge grabbed it 
and intercepted her. 

“Match over. Both cadets return to the group,” he said unceremoniously, 
releasing the spear. 

There was a moment of silence as our instructor jotted a few things onto his 
clipboard while Twain and Janice walked out of the arena. 

“Cadet Grey and Cadet Vlair of House Ambrose. Select the weapon of your 
choice and enter the arena.” 

Murmurs went through our group at the name ‘Ambrose.’ 

The toned, good-looking boy—who also looked about my age—walked over 
to Janice. 
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“May I use the spear?” he asked, holding his hand out. 

The girl, who had just fought like a feral cat, suddenly turned tame as she 
handed him the blunted spear. “Sure.” 

I picked out a sword about half the width of the one Twain had used, then 
walked into the enclosed area. 

“That’s it, Cadet Grey?” Vlair asked with a raised brow. “The type of sword 
you chose is usually paired with a brace or another sword.” 

I shook my head. “I’m fine like this.” 

“Suit yourself,” Vlair said with a shrug. 

“Begin.” Instructor Gredge signaled with a wave of his clipboard. 

Unlike Janice, Vlair took a much more neutral stance with his spear. I wasn’t 
too familiar with the forms for that particular weapon, but just on instinct 
alone, I knew he was much better trained with it than Janice was. 

I tightened my grip on my sword but kept the blade low. Vlair’s eyes 
narrowed, almost as if he was insulted that I hadn’t taken a proper stance. 

My opponent made the first move, lunging forward. His weapon became a 
blur, but I already knew where it was going to be. I dodged his first thrust 
with just the slightest twitch of my head, and ducked underneath the quick 
swipe that followed. 

The match continued, with Vlair unable to land even one blow. I knew that a 
single hit would probably be the end of me for this duel, but I had to save my 
limited ki for when I could actually attack. Meanwhile, Vlair had a consistent 
aura of ki enveloping his body and weapon, which was impressive. The 
previous cadets had been able to protect themselves with ki to a certain extent 
—Janice more so than Twain—but Vlair’s ability to extend his ki into his 
weapon was something that came from both talent and hard work, especially 
at our age. 

His blunted spear whistled past my cheek with practiced precision, but I 
allowed my body to do its work. His movements were blurred and he seemed 
to be using a technique that bent and curved his spear for a wider range of 
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attacks, but he was still slow—at least to me. He lacked the fear-inducing 
ferocity that the attackers who had tried to kidnap Cecilia had possessed. 

I had gotten more used to this sensation over the years, but it was still odd the 
way my body moved seamlessly with my thoughts. I was glad for this talent, 
as it served as a way to even out the playing field, considering my shallow ki 
pool. 

Cadet Ambrose kept attacking, and his precise combination of attacks soon 
became laced with emotion. Frustration and impatience took over, dulling his 
attacks and leaving his body more open. I took advantage of that fact and 
went in. Strengthening the ball of my foot with ki, I redirected his spear up, 
so his ribs were exposed on his right side, and darted forward. 

I swung my sword, hitting him cleanly just below the armpit. Vlair reeled 
with the impact, but I could tell by the sensation that it hadn’t done much. 
The rich layer of ki protected him. 

“Enough. Match over,” Instructor Gredge declared. 

“What? That barely tickled! I can still fight,” Vlair retorted, anger in his eyes. 
“There is no victory in these matches, Cadet Ambrose. I have seen enough 
from both of you, which is why I’m concluding this match,” our instructor 
said, annoyance evident in his tone. 

Vlair glanced at me. “I disagree that you’ve seen enough. The kid just landed 
a lucky blow.” 

Instructor Gredge shook his head. “The ‘lucky blow’ was made after you 
failed to land a single strike for exactly one minute and eight seconds. Now 
before I dock you even more points, please make your way out of the arena 
so the other cadets can have their turn.” 

Vlair stared daggers at both me and our instructor, but walked out after 
tossing his spear on the ground. 

The exams went quickly after that, giving us time to rest and eat while the 
results board was uploaded. 

“Ts this seat taken? Of course it isn’t,” a familiar voice asked and answered 
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from behind me. Nico nudged me with his elbow before sitting down across 
from me. He was carrying a tray with the same meal I had received and was 
currently eating. Cecilia followed close behind him, and shot me a smile 
before she sat down next to Nico. 

I ignored Nico’s little tease, swallowing my steamed vegetables before 
asking, “How did your tests go? Did the amulet work?” 

Cecilia held up her right hand to show me the little coin-sized pin in the 
center of her palm. “It worked like a charm. Judging by the testers’ reaction, I 
was probably somewhere between average and not significantly above 
average.” 

“T should’ve named it the not-significantly-above-average ki displayer,” Nico 
chuckled as he pointed his fork at me. “I told you it’d work.” 

I respected Nico’s resilience and ability to adapt. He had undoubtedly been 
affected by Headmaster Wilbeck’s death, but he didn’t let it get to him for 
long. He’d bounced back and pushed us—especially me—to keep working 
toward a goal. I knew that he often joked to cover his emotions, but I thought 
his wit was much needed in our group. 

I nodded. “I’m glad it did... although I still think it would’ve been best if you 
two had gone to a regular school. It’s not too late, I thi—” 

“And I told you that we’re sticking together,” Nico cut in. His eyes flickered 
with intensity for a moment, but then he relaxed. “Besides, this place has a 
research facility and several workshops available to the engineering 
department students.” 

“Nico’s right,” Cecilia chimed in, fiddling with her food but not really eating. 
“We all have things we can learn by being here.” 

“Fine, but we have to be careful.” I lowered my voice and scooted closer to 
my friends. “We don’t know exactly what group or organization was after 
Cecilia.” 

“You’re worrying too much,” Nico said dismissively. “The new ki restrainer 
I built should last long enough for me to scrounge around for a few parts here 
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and make a more stable one.” 

We talked as we ate, but our eyes kept shifting back to the large clock above 
the kitchen. It wasn’t just us—everyone was anxious for the announcement. 
Nico pushed away his tray of food. “Well, I can’t eat any more of this rat 
turd. Want to just head to the board now?” 

“Sure,” I said. “We might be able to get a better spot.” 

We made our way out of the hall and back outside. The sun shone brightly 
overhead, but with only buildings and artificial trees and shrubs surrounding 
us, the academy felt stifling. 

“Are the engineering cadets separated into divisions as well?” I asked Nico as 
we walked. 

My friend swayed his head side to side. “Yes and no. We—the more 
intellectual cadets—still have to use ki to create tools and gadgets, so they 
give priority to those who have a large ki pool, but it’s not as heavily 
weighted as for you martial cadets. I’ll either be placed in first division, 
which 1s the fast track, or second division.” 

“T wish it was that simple for us,” Cecilia said. “Why do martial cadets have 
divisions that go all the way down to five?” 

Nico shrugged. “The way of life. Anyway, I hope you two get into the same 
division, if not the same class. That way, Grey, you can mess up any boy who 
comes too close to Cecilia.” 

I couldn’t help but smile at that. Nico said it lightly but I could tell he was 
embarrassed by his words. Even after all these years, Nico still hadn’t said 
anything about his feelings for Cecilia. 

By the time we arrived at the large courtyard where the board would be 
updated, there was already a large crowd of cadets trying to inch as close to 
the board as possible. 

“Looks like everyone here had the same idea we did,” Cecilia muttered. 

“No choice but to plow through,” Nico said as he pushed me forward. “Lead 
the way, cadet!” 
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After several minutes of squeezing through hundreds of cadets, we made it 
close enough to the board that we could read the large words being loaded up 
onto the screen. 

“Nico, your bottom lip is bleeding!” Cecilia exclaimed. “Did you get hit?” 
“Alas, I did not come out unscathed—I took a stray elbow to my face in order 
to protect you!” Nico said dramatically. 

I shook my head. “Nico chews his lip when he’s nervous, frustrated, 
concentrating, or all of the above. He probably bit down too hard.” 

Nico clicked his tongue. “Smartass.” 

Just then, the screen flickered and lit up. Words—names and numbers— 
appeared on the screen in rows. The cadets behind us pushed us forward as 
they all tried to get as close as possible to find their names. 

I found Nico’s fairly easily. He had been placed in division one, class one— 
the highest tier. I saw Vlair Ambrose’s name next; he was division one, class 
five of the martial cadet list, meaning he had barely made it to first division. 
Cecilia’s name came into view next, and the restrained squeal of delight told 
me she had found her name as well. 

I looked down, searching for my name, but the lower my line of sight fell, the 
more my heart sank. The lower the names appeared, the lower their division 
and class was. Cecilia’s name had appeared fairly early, since she had been 
placed in division two, class four. By the time I found my name, I knew my 
goal of excelling in the academy and getting strong enough to find and take 
down the people that killed Headmaster Wilbeck was going to be much 
harder than I thought. 

I mumbled my name and division, saying it over and over just in case I had 
read wrong. “Grey. Division four, class one.” 

ARTHUR LEYWIN 

My eyes crept open and I saw the familiar ceiling of my room back in the 
floating castle. I was thankful that I hadn’t experienced another nightmare, 
but the dream had still left an incredibly bitter taste in my mouth. 
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“Time to get up, Syl—” I caught myself, remembering that my bond was in 
the medical ward of the castle. 

Yesterday seemed more like a dream than the dream I'd actually just had. 
Fortunately, we had only needed to travel to the nearest major city that had a 
teleportation gate. Several soldiers had to help carry Sylvie from the site of 
our battle to the gate and through it, but she made it safely back and was 
being treated. 

They hadn’t let me see Mica at all—she had been taken into custody for 
questioning. Varay and Bairon had gone to meet with the dwarven Lance in 
case she’d decided to fight back, but she had come back willingly. By the 
time I had returned to the castle at about midday, Rahdeas had already been 
placed in one of the cells, to be interrogated at a later time, along with Uto. 
Staring outside as I stood in the shower, I realized that it was early morning, 
which meant I had slept through the rest of the day yesterday, and all through 
the night. I still felt sluggish and hot from backlash, but sleeping for over 
eighteen hours seemed to have done wonders for me. 

As I got out of the shower, I heard footsteps in the hallway. They stopped in 
front of my room, and I didn’t even give the person the chance to knock 
before I called out, ““Who is it?” 

An unfamiliar voice, a woman’s, sounded from the other side of the door. 
“General Arthur. I was instructed to help you get ready and escort you to the 
meeting hall.” 

Looking down at the scars covering my dripping body, I suddenly felt 
uncomfortable at the thought of anyone seeing them. The scars the witch-like 
retainer had left on my neck and left hand were the worst, but they were just 
two of many that littered my body. Mana and Sylvie’s dragon will helped my 
recovery rate tremendously, but that only meant the scars formed faster to 
seal the wounds; it didn’t make my skin pearly new. 

“I’m almost done; just wait there for a minute,” I said, hurriedly putting on 
trousers and a tunic with a high collar, and covering my hands with thin 
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gloves. It was no longer necessary to hide my scars, since the traitors had 
been captured, but I felt better doing so. 

I made sure Dawn’s Ballad was safely inside my dimension ring, along with 
Uto’s severed horns, then readied my mind for the endless strategic meetings 


and questionings to come. 
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178 





STRATEGIC CONDUCT 


THE IMMACULATELY-DRESSED elven secretary accompanied me to the meeting 
room. Our short walk was filled with awkward silence. 

I wanted to stop by my sister’s room, but the elf insisted that the meeting 
took precedence. My eyes drifted through the halls as we walked and I found 
myself searching for any familiar face—but mostly Tess. Probably because of 
that damned scene I had imagined—us hugging each other, about to kiss. 
When I asked, the secretary informed me— to my disappointment and worry 
—that Tessia and her team had gone back to their post in the Beast Glades. 
“When did they leave?” I asked. 

“Yesterday at sunrise, General Arthur,” she replied almost robotically, just as 
we reached the entrance to the meeting room. 

The guards on each side of the entrance had slid their wooden door open 
upon seeing us approach, then immediately stepped aside, thumping the hilts 
of their spears on the ground in salute. “General.” 

I dismissed the secretary and walked into the circular room, meeting the gaze 
of the Council members and other Lances. 

It didn’t take long for the meeting to begin once we had all gathered—minus 
Aldir, our missing ambassador for the asuras. However, with Rahdeas and 
Olfred no longer on the Council, the once-cramped meeting room seemed 
eerily spacious. 

We had barely taken our seats before King Glayder unleashed his anger. 
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Slamming his fist against the circular table, the burly king roared, “What was 
the point of Lord Aldir taking control of the artifact if he was just going to 
run off to who knows where?” 

“This isn’t the time to be blowing up about something we can’t change,” 
Alduin snapped in irritation. 

“He’s right,” Priscilla Glayder agreed. “There are more urgent things we need 
to discuss if we are to recover from this setback.” 

Blaine looked at his wife incredulously, but the queen ignored her husband’s 
gaze. 

Merial, who sat beside her husband, finally peeled her eyes away from the 
stack of parchment she had been going through and spoke. “I’ve gathered and 
read through several accounts of what transpired, including one from Aya. 
But I think it’s best if we start with Arthur’s account of events.” 

“T agree,” Virion spoke, turning his tired eyes to me. The man had been old 
for as long as I had known him, but these past few years had really taken a 
toll on his body and psyche. This was evidenced by the deep, dark bags under 
his eyes and the way his face had contorted into a perpetual frown. 

Blaine’s deep red hair was practically ablaze as he leaned back in his seat, 
simmering like a flame eager to be fed the fuel that would allow him to 
unleash his anger once more. 

“Sure,” I said, resting my arms on the table. Normally, the Lances stood 
behind their respective artifact holder, but considering the fact that there were 
extra seats available and that even standing took a toll on my fatigued body, I 
had been allowed to sit down. 

Recapping the events since the day Olfred, Mica, and I had set off on our 
mission didn’t take long. The members of the Council stopped me when they 
needed clarification or further details, but otherwise they let me talk. 

Aside from the detail that it wasn’t me who had defeated Uto, but rather his 
ally, I told the Council everything I knew. By the end of my story, Virion 
nodded thoughtfully. 
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“How is it that Arthur has not yet reached the white core stage, but was still 
able to defeat not one but two retainers, while another Lance was killed so 
easily?” Blaine asked, suspicion lacing his voice. 

Virion’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you so skeptical of General Arthur?” 

“T would simply like to know how he came out victorious in both cases. 
Perhaps with that knowledge, we can better prepare the rest of the Lances for 
future battles against the retainers and Scythes,” Blaine said with a shrug, but 
the hostility in his voice was clear. 

Priscilla put a placating hand on her husband’s arm, trying to intervene. 
“Dear—” 

“King Blaine has a point,” I cut in. “The first retainer I fought wasn’t as 
strong as Uto—the retainer we now have imprisoned. Even then, I came 
away with a broken asura-forged sword and these scars.” 

There was surprise on the faces of everyone except Virion when I took the 
glove off of my left hand and pulled down on my tunic to expose my neck, 
but no one said a word. 

I continued. “Uto, on the other hand, could have killed me—and Sylvie—on 
sight, but that wasn’t what he was after. His only motivation seemed to be 
enjoying a good battle. When I turned out not to pose that much of a threat, 
he lowered his guard to try and incite me into a fit of rage. Sylvie and I were 
able to capitalize on his carelessness and destroy his horns.” 

Varay Aurae’s clear voice rang out from behind Priscilla. “How did you 
know that destroying the Vritra’s horns would have any effect on his ability 
to fight?” 

I shook my head. “I didn’t. I doubt even the asuras knew, otherwise they 
would’ve told us. But I remembered the late Lance, Alea, saying how furious 
Uto had been when she’d chipped off a fragment of his horn.” 

It wasn’t the most well-thought-out lie, but mentioning Alea seemed to 
convince even Blaine and Bairon, who had both been studying me critically 
throughout my story. It felt wrong to deceive everyone, especially Virion. 
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But I didn’t trust anyone else at this point, and I knew that telling Virion the 
truth now—without any idea of what Seris’s goal was—would only burden 
the commander more. 

“The retainer’s power seemed to diminish significantly after we destroyed his 
horns”—I emphasized the word ‘destroyed’—“and we managed, barely, to 
overpower him. After securing Uto, the next thing I remember is General 
Aya waking me up.” 

“Thank you,” Virion said after a brief pause. “Queen Priscilla, would you like 
to go over the next order of business?” 

With a nod, the queen spoke. “The most crucial factor in this war right now is 
our alliance with the dwarves. With Rahdeas imprisoned and being held for 
questioning, we have no one to effectively lead the dwarves. Furthermore, 
after General Arthur’s reconnaissance in Darv, it’s obvious that either a 
faction or multiple factions of them are willfully assisting the Alacryan 
army.” 

“What if we send forces from Sapin into Darv to oversee the dwarves?” 
Alduin suggested. 

King Blaine, who had since calmed down, shook his head. “A human military 
presence would only frighten the dwarves more—convince them that we 
want to control them. Things will get even more out of hand if we force our 
way into this.” 

An idea flickered to life in my mind, but the rest of the Lances were staying 
relatively silent and I wasn’t sure whether I had the authority to weigh in. 
Perhaps, I thought, the three Lances present simply weren’t knowledgeable in 
wide-scale military and political tactics, given their focus on combat. I 
decided to take the chance, and started off with a question. “Was Rahdeas’s 
capture made public?” 

King Blaine raised a brow. “No, it wasn’t. One of the reasons we called this 
meeting is to discuss how to handle the traitor and the fact that we’re down 
one Lance and can’t replace him since our asura ambassador has gone on a 
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little vacation.” 

“Then why not use that to our advantage?” I suggested, hoping someone 
would catch on. 

Thankfully, Virion did. His face lit up the way it used to when Tessia and I 
were just children. “Brilliant! Arthur, remind me never to fight a war against 
you.” 

Virion didn’t have to explain much before everyone else in the room caught 
on and began offering insights on actualizing my inkling of an idea. The 
people here were smart after all. 

Basically, the Council would carry on as if Rahdeas had never been captured. 
They would have to make Rahdeas reveal how he communicated with his 
people, but then they’d be able to send orders as if they were from Rahdeas 
himself. 

“We wouldn’t be able to make any radical changes right away—like having 
them immediately go against the Alacryans, since Rahdeas was so adamant 
about helping them—but we can at least secure information by posing as 
him,” Merial said excitedly. The atmosphere in the room became a bit lighter 
as hope slowly bubbled up. 

The next item on the agenda was discussing how to proceed with General 
Mica’s questioning and Uto’s interrogation. 

“T will conduct General Mica’s questioning, while General Aya will be 
handling the Vritra we have imprisoned,” Virion announced. “However, 
Rahdeas’s interrogation should take precedence at this point, to secure the 
dwarves’ allegiance. Anyone think otherwise?” 

The rest of us shook our heads. We all agreed; getting control of Darv was 
crucial in winning this war. 

“Good,” Virion continued. “Then we’ll table the details regarding General 
Mica’s and the retainer’s questioning until our next meeting.” 

The Council continued, covering several more items on the agenda. Then 
Merial, who was organizing the stacks of parchment on the table, pulled out 
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the next document to discuss. Her glance flickered to me and she hesitated a 
second, then handed it to her father-in-law. 

Virion’s lips were set in a grim line as he read the report, but by the time he 
finished, there was a look of relief on his face as he passed the parchment 
back to Merial. “The next order of business is the supply road. There was 
another attack on one of our carriages transporting supplies to the Wall. 
Thankfully, the carriage was close enough to Blackbend City that 
reinforcements were able to get there in time.” 

“Any deaths?” Priscilla asked. 

“Three deaths and four injured, all of whom were merchants employed by the 
Helstea group,” Merial read aloud. “And General Arthur?” She looked at me, 
pausing for a beat. “You should know that the Twin Horns were involved. 
None of them were hurt—in fact, your mother was instrumental in the 
protection of the carriage.” 

The only thing I was able to muster at that point was a weary nod. I was 
overcome with a feeling of having barely avoided death, and the three deaths 
that Merial had mentioned now sounded much more real. It could have been 
my parents, and I wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it. 

“Damn those dwarves,” King Blaine muttered angrily. “As if the Alacryans 
weren’t enough of a pain in the ass! Now, because of them, our enemies have 
access to an underground network that leads who knows how far up the 
southern border of my kingdom.” 

The conversation continued, but I was lost in thought for a time, their voices 
muffled by my own internal dialogue. 

I had a thousand questions, but they were all personal. My parents and I had 
parted on less-than-ideal terms. My selfishness in wanting them hidden safely 
within the castle hadn’t helped to mend our relationship, which was still 
healing from my decision to reveal my secret. They’d told me they wanted to 
help out in the war, but the thought of them actually being in danger had 
never resurfaced until now. 
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I felt a growing temptation to just leave this room and go down to the surface 
to see my parents, but I knew they would disapprove of me abandoning my 
duties to just check in on them. 

“Arthur?” a concerned voice said. 

Snapping out of my daze, I looked back at the commander. “Sorry, I’m okay. 
Please continue.” 

The Council was discussing better ways to optimize the supply routes from 
Blackbend, a major city near the southeast corner of Sapin, to the Wall. 

“How about an underground route?” King Alduin suggested, pointing toward 
the center of the map they had unrolled. 

King Blaine shook his head, leaning forward and indicating the area just 
below Blackbend. “The city is too close to the Kingdom of Darv. Our maps 
of the dwarven underground aren’t accurate enough for us to know what 
we'd be digging our way into. It’s too dangerous to try that until we secure 
our alliance with them.” 

“What’s Blackbend like?” I asked, taking a close look at the map. 

“Its economy centers around potato farmers from nearby villages and 
adventurers because of its proximity to the Beast Glades. The city is currently 
responsible for our supply of rations as well as the manufacturing of weapons 
—mainly arrows—for the soldiers, which is why it’s crucial for there to be a 
secure mode of transport to the Wall,” Queen Priscilla answered seriously. 
“The terrain around it is mostly flat farmland, which makes it hard for 
carriages carrying supplies to go unnoticed,” Bairon added, speaking for the 
first time in this meeting. 

“Thank you,” I said to them both. The queen’s information was interesting, 
but it also made me realize that my question had been vague. Bairon’s answer 
was what I needed to know. 

While the Council discussed more ideas for how to better secure the supply 
route, my mind drifted to ways the people of this world wouldn’t be able to 
consider. Thinking back to the ship I had helped Gideon design a few years 
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back, I looked at the map. Unfortunately, there was no river near the Wall or 
Blackbend City—but I had an idea. 

“King Blaine,” I said, interrupting their discussion. “How many dwarves do 
you have who are adept in metal manipulation and can help us?” 

“There are numerous metal mages—or metal shapers, as they call themselves 
—among the dwarves, but those who are trustworthy enough for a large 
task...” The king paused to think for a second. “A handful, maybe.” 

Queen Priscilla nodded in agreement. 

I turned to Tess’s father. “King Alduin, how many elves adept in nature 
magic can you gather?” 

The elven king looked at his wife as he rubbed his clean-shaven chin. 

Merial began looking through another pile of papers, then Aya spoke up. 
“Four, currently on standby. The rest are on missions.” 

“What’s this about?” Virion asked. 

“Let me get back to you once I sort out the logistics of this idea with 
Gideon,” I said absentmindedly, the gears in my mind working furiously. 
This plan I was working on would ultimately speed up the process of 
transporting supplies, as well as keeping the passengers and workers— 
namely, my parents and the Twin Horns—safe. 

The meeting concluded shortly thereafter. I was eager to leave the stifling 
room, but Virion held up a hand. “Before we depart, I wanted to address 
something.” 

All eyes turned to him. Curious, I stood silently and waited for him to 
continue. 

“In times of war, it’s impossible to acknowledge every deed accomplished. 
However, slaying not one, but two retainers”—the commanders’ gaze shifted 
from me to Aya—“as well as eliminating a dangerous traitor and disrupting a 
scheme that could have potentially killed thousands of civilians... I think that 
calls for a reward of some kind.” 

“Thank you, Commander Virion,” Aya said politely. “But what I did was to 
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help us win this war, not for a personal reward.” 

Virion nodded. “General Arthur? What about you?” 

I’d learned from my past life that, in situations like this, it was best to dismiss 
the reward. I was tempted to just thank him for his kindness, but this was the 
perfect opportunity to address something that had been weighing on my mind 
since my battle against Uto. 

“Actually, there is something I would like—rather, a few things,” I said 
innocently. 

The two kings and queens looked at me in surprise, but Virion simply 
laughed. “Very well, let me hear them!” 





I made my way to Ellie’s room so we could visit Sylvie together, feeling 
much more light-hearted—happy, even. 

Virion had been stunned at first when I’d said I wanted to put off going on 
any missions for the near future. I didn’t blame him; we had just lost a Lance, 
possibly two. Me saying I wanted a break would take a huge toll on our side. 
But I needed some time to train, and with the war escalating at the pace it 
was, I wouldn’t have much chance later on. Once I explained that, Virion 
agreed... somewhat. 

“Two months is the most I can offer—even then I can’t promise you won’t be 
sent out if something major occurs,” he had said reluctantly. 

‘Something major’ seemed a bit ambiguous, but it was fair. 

“In addition, if you won’t be going on missions, I will expect you to take part 
in the Council meetings,” he had added. “If the past is any indication, I know 
having you here and weighing in with your thoughts will prove useful.” 

This was a bit harder to swallow. Among the few things I dreaded—now and 
in my previous life—were meetings like the one today. However, I needed 
time to study and absorb those horns that the Scythe had called an ‘invaluable 
resource.’ 

“But how do you plan on training here in the castle?” Alduin had asked. 
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“It’s part of what I need next as my reward,” I answered, holding up four 
fingers. “I need four conjurers, each with a different elemental affinity.” 
“Four?” Virion repeated. The members of the Council were obviously 
confused, but I knew by the glimmer in the Lances’ eyes that they understood 
what I had planned. 





The halls were empty, so my walk to Ellie’s room went uninterrupted. I 
thought of how to greet my baby sister. I knew it was hard on her waiting for 
me and our parents, not knowing when we’d come back. So, being the 
considerate brother that I was, when I reached the large wooden door that had 
been remodeled to fit her bond, I knocked and wailed in a shrill breathy 
voice, “Ellie... it is the ghost of your brother. I have come to haunt you!” 

I didn’t need to be a genius to deduce that my sister was less than amused 
when she coldly muttered from the other side of the door, “Boo, attack.” But 
it was only after the seven-hundred-pound bear came charging at me that I 
realized, perhaps, my sister’s sense of humor more closely resembled that of 
our mother. 

Boo’s body slammed against me, sending me flying back to the other end of 
the hall. Impressed that the walls hadn’t crumbled from the impact, I pushed 
the hulking mana beast away and held him at arm’s length. 

“Good to see you too, buddy,” I said, avoiding the pool of drool forming 
underneath him. 

The beast grunted, spraying a mixture of saliva and froth on my face. 

“Ghost? Really, Brother?” my sister grumbled, her arms crossed in mock 
anger. 

I pushed Boo aside and wiped my dripping face with a sleeve. “I can’t say I 
didn’t deserve that.” 

It didn’t take long for Ellie’s stern scowl to soften. She walked up and 
wrapped her arms around me. “Welcome back, Brother.” 

I gently patted my sister’s head, and could feel the tension in my body 
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unwinding for the first time since I had returned to the castle. “It’s good to be 
back.” 
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179 





LANDSHIP 


A BOLT of light streaked through the trees, curving ever-so-slightly before 
reaching its target—a wooden post no larger than my head. There was a 
satisfying thud as the mana arrow lodged itself in the center of the post, 
creating a hole all the way through it before dissipating. 

“Great shot!” I exclaimed, applauding. 

My sister curtsied in response and her lips curved into a satisfied grin. “I 
know!” she said haughtily. 

Stepping down from where she stood on top of Boo, her titanic bond lying 
lazily on his belly, Ellie skipped over to Sylvie and me. My sister picked up 
my bond. “What did you think, Sylvie? Are you impressed?” 

“Very impressed,” she answered aloud, her gentle voice laced with fatigue. 
“Sylvie’s still recovering, Ellie,” I scolded. 

My sister set the white fox back down on the cushion she had been curled up 
on. “Sorry, Sylvie.” 

It had been only two days since we had returned to the castle. Sylvie had just 
regained consciousness yesterday, but she was recovering at a remarkable 
rate. While Virion and the rest of the council gathered the four conjurers who 
would be stuck with me for the next two months, I was spending some time 
with my sister. 

I was keeping the fact that our parents and the Twin Horns had been attacked 
a secret from Ellie. A part of me knew that she deserved to be told, but I also 
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wanted to keep her ignorant for as long as possible. 

A selfish wish from a selfish brother. 

“So, can you fire that accurately while Boo is actually moving?” I asked with 
a grin, my gaze turning to the mana beast still drowsing flat on his belly. 

Ellie sulked at my jab. “Ugh, not yet. Helen made it look so easy when she 
showed me, but I haven’t been able to land a single decent shot while Boo’s 
moving. It doesn’t help that the klutz runs like he’s purposely trying to throw 
me off his back.” 

The bear-like creature let out a grunt of denial. 

“You do so!” my sister shot back, and bent down to pick up her bow. 

My gaze fell to her hand as she reached for the weapon. Calluses covered her 
fingers, and freshly-formed welts filled in the few places on her hand that 
weren’t already hardened from overuse. 

“How much time do you spend practicing, El?” I asked. 

My sister thought for a second before answering. “I don’t really keep track, 
but the sun goes down while I train so—maybe about six or seven hours?” 
My eyes widened. “Every day?” 

Ellie simply shrugged. “I guess so.” 

“What about studying, or playing with friends?” 

“The classes in the castle are only once a week, and I can finish the study 
material they give me in a day,” she answered. Ellie hesitated, then 
continued. “And as for friends, I’Il have you know I’m very popular.” 
“Really?” I said with a raised brow. 

Caving under my unrelenting gaze, she burst out:“‘Well, it’s not my fault that 
I have absolutely no interest in the things they talk about. How is it possible 
for anyone to talk nonstop about boys and clothes for hours?” 

“I’m sure there are a few kids your age with an interest in magic,” I prodded, 
trying hard not to laugh. 

Realizing that our conversation wasn’t going to end soon, my sister pulled 
out a chair and sat down. “Well, there were a few—but when they awakened, 
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their parents moved out of the castle, or just sent the kids to one of the major 
cities to have them board at a magic school.” 

Not many children would have had the connections my sister had to be taught 
by a mage in this castle. And it was understandable that parents would still 
want their children to be taught how to utilize their newly-formed core, even 
with the potential danger of the war reaching them. 

I looked at my sister as she fiddled with the string of her bow, then carefully 
asked, “Did you want to attend a magic academy as well?” 

“Of course,” she answered without hesitation, “but I know you, Mom, and 
Dad would all worry.” 

I winced at my sister’s words. She was only twelve, but her words reflected a 
maturity that I wasn’t quite sure I wanted her to have. From my own 
experience, I knew what it was like to grow up too fast. It was yet another 
selfish wish of mine that my sister could remain the innocent little girl who 
worried only about what to wear to her friend’s birthday party. 

Pushing aside my thoughts, I shot her a gentle smile. “Ill talk to Mom and 
Dad when I get the chance and ask them about sending you to school.” 

Ellie’s eyes widened. “Really?” 

“Assuming they give you the okay, I'll still want to send a guard with you to 
protect you in case anything happens. I know it can be a bit stifling to have 
someone with you at all times, so I'll try to find someone you’ll be 
comfortable with, but—” 

My sister barreled straight into, throwing her arms around me in a firm 
embrace. “Thanks, Brother.” 

“Don’t get your hopes up too high,” I replied, my voice coming out as a 
wheeze as she squeezed me. 

“Too late!” she giggled, releasing me before picking up her bow. “I’m going 
to have to practice harder if I want to beat those snooty nobles.” 

I continued my role as an enthusiastic spectator, relishing the clear skies and 
the sweet scent of morning dew on the grass field. Ellie continued to fire off 
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mana arrows at faraway targets with uncanny accuracy. It would be a long 
time before she would be as comfortable with the bow as Helen Shard, but 
she had her own strength that the leader of the Twin Horns couldn’t hope to 
replicate. 

Ellie had yet to develop an affinity toward an element, so she was limited to 
firing pure mana. It was a shame that there wasn’t much I could do to help 
her develop an affinity—that was mostly dependent on her own insights—but 
it was exciting to see her grow and develop. 

‘Your thoughts make it seem like you wish to have offspring of your own.’ 
Sylvie’s voice suddenly intruding into my head startled me. 

“Offspring?” I said aloud, startling my sister. 

Ellie’s mana arrow arched off-course at the sky, dissipating before it hit the 
castle barrier. “What?” 

“Nothing,” I smiled, sneaking a sharp glare at my bond when my sister turned 
away. 

Sylvie shifted on her cushion, looking at me with an expression of 
amusement on her shrewd, vulpine face. 

Go back to sleep, | sent, grumbling in my mind. 

I continued watching Ellie’s seemingly repetitive motions—murmuring, 
drawing her bow while a translucent arrow formed between her two fingers, 
steadying her aim, then firing. 

She skipped the chanting process for the types of arrows she was more versed 
in, but sometimes she needed to describe the kind of arrow she wanted so she 
could shape the mana accurately. By the thirtieth arrow she fired, I wondered 
how Boo was able to sleep so easily with Ellie on his back. 

“General Arthur?” a voice called from behind me. 

My eyes snapped open and I turned around to see a middle-aged elf holding a 
clipboard. She was garbed in white attire which oddly resembled a lab coat 
from my former world. What really caught my attention, though, was the 
color of her eyes—or rather, colors. A ring of bright pink surrounded each of 
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her pupils, then shifted into a bright blue on the outer rim of her irises. 
Noticing my fixed gaze, she bowed, perhaps thinking I expected a formal 
greeting. 


The elf straightened, standing as if her back was glued to a wooden plank, 
and announced, “Artificer Gideon has arrived at the castle and is expecting 
you.” 

“You're going?” my sister asked, slinging her bow over her shoulder. 

“Yup. I have some things to discuss with the old man,” I replied. I headed off 
behind the unusual elf, then turned and said to my sister, “I most likely won’t 
be able to eat dinner with you, so don’t wait up.” 

She nodded. “Gotcha. Say hi to Emily for me if you get the chance to see 
her.” 

“Will do.” 

T’ll stay here with Eleanor,’ Sylvie said groggily. 

Sure. I’ll update you when I get back, Sylv. 

I trailed silently behind the elven secretary as she led the way with confident 
steps. 

“Is there a name I can address you by?” I asked. 

The elf stopped abruptly, bowing so deeply that her blond hair, tied firmly 
into a ponytail, flipped over her head. “Forgive me for not introducing 
myself. My name is Alanis Emeria. I have been personally assigned by 
Commander Virion to be your attendant.” 

I dipped my head in response to her greeting. “Well, Alanis, it’s nice to meet 
you, but I have a hard time believing you’re merely an attendant, considering 
the amount of mana you have concealed.” 

The elf blinked, her multicolored eyes shining, but otherwise looked unfazed. 
“As expected of a Lance. Allow me to clarify. I have been assigned by 
Commander Virion to be your attendant while you undergo your training 
here. It was my wish to meet you as soon as possible.” 
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I didn’t quite understand what her role as my attendant during training would 
entail, but before I had the chance to ask, I spotted Gideon’s familiar frame 
running toward us. 

“T came as soon as I heard from Commander Virion!” he huffed excitedly, his 
voice echoing as he ran down the narrow hall toward me. He was a sweaty 
mess. “What sort of ingenious idea do you have in that god-sent cranium of 
yours?” 

The old artificer barely managed to wait until we reached one of the empty 
rooms used for meetings by nobles or military leaders. “Out with it, boy!” 
Gideon gushed as soon as Alanis closed the door behind us. “And is it all 
right for the elf to be hearing this?” 

My elven attendant cast a disapproving gaze toward Gideon at his overly- 
casual address, but said nothing. 

The old artificer fidgeted in his seat in anticipation, much like an excited 
child waiting for a present. Taking a closer look at him, it was hard to 
imagine I’d known this old grandpa for more than ten years. The wrinkles 
between his brows and around his mouth had deepened in that time, no doubt 
because of how much time he spent frowning or scowling in frustration. 
“Everyone’s going to know sooner or later, and she’s apparently my personal 
attendant, starting today, so it’s better to have her informed, right?” I asked, 
turning to Alanis. 

“Part of my job is to lessen other burdens while you focus on training, so yes, 
it would be helpful for me to stay informed,” she said, her pink-and-blue eyes 
seeming to change shades. 

“More training? How much more can you train after being personally taught 
by gods? Asuras, I mean,” he pondered, rubbing his stubbly chin. 

“There’s always room for more training,” I said, dismissing the thought. “But 
getting back on topic, what’s the current state of the mines where we 
excavated the fuel source for our ships?” 

Gideon’s eyes lit up. “Oh, the combustium mines? There are five major sites 
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still being excavated.” 

I raised a brow. “Combustium?” 

“T made up the name myself,” the artificer grinned. “You told me I’d need a 
mineral with set characteristics capable of fueling the steam engine we 
designed—I think you called it coal? Anyway, of all the minerals currently 
known, which aren’t many, only one of them produced the amount of energy 
needed to efficiently power an entire ship. The characteristics are a bit 
different from the ‘coal’ you mentioned, so I decided to name it something 
else. Anyway, this stuff is amazing. Ten pounds of combustium can power an 
entire ship for about a dozen miles at full speed!” 

“That’s great to hear,” I said, cutting Gideon off. Afraid he’d go further off 
on this tangent, I got straight to the point. “What I have planned involves 
using coa—combustium for a different mode of transportation; specifically, a 
ship that’ll be used to travel over land.” 

“A landship?” 

I nodded. “Except I was thinking of calling it a train.” 

““Train’?” Gideon echoed incredulously. “From what poor mana beast’s ass 
did you pull a name like that?” 

“Do you want the blueprints or not?” I scoffed. 

Gideon raised his arms placatingly. “Train it is.” 

The old artificer quickly set up a small workspace, practically dumping an 
entire lab out of the dimension ring he wore on his thumb. Once he was 
ready, I started to walk him through the design. While Gideon caught on 
quickly to how the train would work, it still took a few hours to explain the 
details of how the railways and stops functioned. I didn’t realize how much 
time had passed until my stomach suddenly twisted and grumbled in hunger. 
“T think I covered everything you need to get started,” I said, scanning the 
designs and specifications on the large parchment we had hung on the back 
wall of the meeting room. 

“This is going to change everything,” Gideon muttered, more to himself than 
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to Alanis or me. “The rivers are going to be a pain in the ass if we want to 
connect Blackbend City to Kalberk or Eksire, but with a few water and earth 
mages—” 

“Let’s focus on the railway from Blackbend to the Wall,” I interrupted. “Of 
course, creating railways to other major cities will be important, but first we 
need to create a secure route for supplies heading to the Grand Mountains if 
we want our troops there to survive.” 

“Of course, but this...” Gideon paused for a second as he scrutinized the 
large map of Dicathen we had rolled out on the table. “We’ll be able to form 
new major cities with this.” 

I respected Gideon for his boundless vision, but it was frustrating having to 
keep him on track. However, his last statement piqued my curiosity. 

“What do you mean by forming new major cities?” I asked, looking over the 
map. 

To my surprise, Alanis, who had been dead silent up until now, spoke. “I 
think what Artificer Gideon means is that, until now, the locations of cities in 
all three kingdoms were determined by where we found or excavated 
teleportation gates. If this idea comes to fruition, a secure mode of 
transportation that can carry mass supplies and goods in addition to people— 
even if it’s not nearly as fast as the gates, it will allow us to build major cities 
in any location.” 

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Gideon said approvingly. 

Feeling stiff, I stretched my arms and back. “Glad to see my ideas changing 
the course of history.” 

“Boy, saying something like that so flippantly to a renowned artificer... I 
should just hand over my brown robe and take up a new hobby.” Gideon 
grumbled helplessly. “I’ve always had a knack for fishing.” 

“You can’t retire just yet,” I smirked, heading to the door. “You’re in charge 
of pitching this idea to the Council at their next meeting.” 

“Me? As much as I love the limelight, why are you letting me take credit for 
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this?” Gideon asked. 

“It’ll be easier to garner the Council’s support if the idea comes from a 
‘renowned artificer.” We'll need their help if you want to get a team of 
capable conjurers, and some merchants or adventurers familiar with the area, 
to help map out the best route from Blackbend to the Wall,” I answered, 
mentally checking off some of the things we’d need. “Anyway, I’m starving. 
I’m going to go see what I can scavenge from the food hall.” 

“T can have the chef prepare a balanced meal and deliver it to your room,” 
Alanis suggested. 

I waved my hand in dismissal. “It’s okay. No reason to trouble the chef just 
for me.” 

“Wait! How soon are you going back out to the field?” Gideon asked. 

I looked over my shoulder at him. “I’m staying for a couple of months. Ill 
mostly be down in the training space, but I'll stop by to check in and see how 
you're doing, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

The old artificer scoffed, rolling his eyes. “I’m honored, but that’s not what 
why I asked. Emily’s been working on a few things that need to be tested.” 
“You’re asking a general to be your test dummy?” I asked, still smirking. 
“Relax, O Great One. I promise they’ll be helpful to you as well. I looked 
over them myself—although I don’t like to admit it, if the artifact works, it'll 
change the way both conjurers and augmenters train.” 

I shifted my gaze to Alanis, who also showed a degree of curiosity. “Well, 
you'll have to convince my training attendant.” 

The old artificer laughed gruffly as I walked out the doors. Behind me I could 
hear him muttering to himself, “The kid’s come a long way.” 
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180 





ALACRYAN GLIMPSE 


WITH MY STOMACH filled with leftovers and Alanis, my training attendant, 
dismissed for the night, I retrieved Sylvie from Ellie and returned to my 
room. 

“Are you ready?” I asked my bond, who had been waiting on the bed while 
I'd taken a shower. 

“So. What is it you’re so excited about?” she replied, fidgeting in her fox 
form. 

It hadn’t been easy to keep my thoughts away from the “loot” I'd gotten 
fighting Uto, but I had wanted to surprise Sylvie. I had distracted myself by 
thinking random thoughts and numbers on our way back to confuse her. 

After making sure the door was locked and activating both earth and wind 
perception spells, I finally withdrew the two obsidian horns from my ring. 
My bond’s sharp eyes widened as she gazed at the black crystals that had 
once been embedded in the retainer’s skull. “Don’t tell me...” 

“Yup,” I said excitedly. “They’re Uto’s horns.” 

“Why?” she asked, confused. 

Realizing she had never heard the full story, I summarized everything that 
had happened after she’d been knocked out while saving me from Uto’s last 
attack. 

By the time I had finished my story, Sylvie’s vulpine face was twisted with a 
mixture of emotions. 
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“It’s scary to think how easily we could’ve been killed,” she said after a long 
pause. 

I nodded. “I couldn’t do anything when Seris showed up. But if she hadn’t, 
I’m not sure we would’ve been able to defeat Uto.” 

“It seems like as we grow stronger, so do our enemies,” she sighed. Her gaze 
shifted back to the two horns on the bed. “So these horns supposedly contain 
vast amounts of mana that you can extract? Is it really safe to trust the 
Scythe?” 

“Considering that the asuras are forbidden by the treaty from helping us 
anymore, and that Seris could have killed me on the spot if she’d wanted to, I 
don’t think it’s too much of a risk.” 

Sylvie thought for a moment, and pawed at the horns. Each one was the size 
of her head. “Well... if they help you get into white core, it’ll certainly help 
us.” 

I picked up one of the horns. “This will be enough for me. You extract the 
other one.” 

My bond opened her mouth, ready to argue, but I cut her off. “You said 
you’re still undergoing the awakening process that Lord Indrath insisted on. I 
know you’ve been constantly extracting ambient mana, which is why you’ve 
been sleeping more. I’m sure extracting mana from Uto’s horn will help 
quicken that process.” 

“To be honest, I haven’t been trying too hard to hasten the awakening 
process,” Sylvie replied. “I’m afraid that, when I awaken as a full asura, I 
won’t be able to assist you anymore.” 

“You nearly died in that last fight, Sylv,” I said, putting my hand on her small 
head. “Besides, your mother cast a pretty powerful spell before you were 
born to conceal you. It’s why even in your draconic form, no one was able to 
tell you were an asura.” 

“Grandfather mentioned that, but as I get stronger, it’s going to be harder to 
hide what I am,” Sylvie replied bitterly. 
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A wave of grief flooded my mind, and I could feel the bits and pieces of the 
story Lord Indrath had told Sylvie about her mother. 

“I’m not exactly sure what’s going to happen when you get strong enough to 
awaken, but we’ll overcome that hurdle once we get there,” I comforted her. 
“We always do,” she agreed with a smile. 

Holding the black horn gingerly in my hands, I glanced at Sylvie. “So... 
should we start now?” 

Sylvie placed a paw on the horn in front of her. “I don’t see why not.” 

After repositioning myself more comfortably, I took a deep breath. I started 
slow, probing the insides of the horn with a thread of my mana. 

With elixirs, the contents of a container would be distributed upon contact 
with a mage’s purified mana. With the horns, however, there was no 
noticeable reaction even after I searched deeper. 

Minutes trickled by, but I found no sign of anything stored within Uto’s 
horns. I was beginning to consider the possibility that the mana might have 
dispersed when the horns were severed from the retainer’s head, when 
suddenly an indescribable force pulled at my very mind. 

Unlike any elixir—or any thing, for that matter—I’d used in the past, this 
seemed to be sucking my consciousness in. 

I felt a surge of panic as I realized I was blacking out. 

Quite literally. A shroud of shadow spread, obscuring my vision and all my 
other senses, until there was nothing but darkness. 

Calm down, Arthur. You’re still safely inside your room. 

But that didn’t help me at all. The fact that my mind had been forced into a 
certain state and was vulnerable scared me. Coming to this world, I was born 
with a new body—new physical features that took me years to adjust to—but 
my mind had been the same through both lives. My brain—at least, the parts 
of it responsible for my memories and personality—had been mine 
throughout my years as both Grey and Arthur. 

Right now, though, my consciousness was completely at the mercy of 
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whatever force had dragged me into... wherever I was. 

I was surrounded in darkness, but it wasn’t pitch black. The shadows around 
me warped and stirred, like various shades of dark ink. It was a surreal 
feeling—perceiving something without a body. Somehow, I could feel the 
force around me, slithering in the darkness, but I didn’t have a physical form. 

After what felt like hours of floating mindlessly in the sea of darkness, the 
force surrounding me slowly began shifting. This was different from the 
erratic, chaotic movements it had made up until now; the shadows felt like 
they were being pulled away. The obsidian veil slowly began lifting, and 
what it revealed wasn’t the view of my own room I had been expecting. 

No. I was standing in front of an unfamiliar man, inside an extravagant 
cathedral with a vaulted ceiling, beautiful stained glass, and endless rows of 
pews packed with observers practically glowing in reverence. The man, who 
appeared no older than my father, wore a ceremonial robe and was kneeling 
in front of me in respect. 

“Speak,” I snapped impatiently—but the voice that came out wasn’t mine. It 
was Uto’s. Even the word I had uttered wasn’t my own choice. 

“I, Karnal of Blood Vale, tier seven mage, humbly come before you to seek 
your guidance,” the man stated, his gaze lowered so I could only see the 
crown of his short ash-brown hair. 

A feeling of annoyance bubbled up in ‘me,’ but was replaced with 
resignation. 

The voice that had replaced my own spoke with restrained courtesy. “Vale... 
While your line is thin of Vritra blood, your ancestors have served us well. 
Remove your robe.” 

Karnal bowed deeper in gratitude before slipping out of his black ceremonial 
robe. He then turned around to show me his back. There was an engraving 
down his spine—it seemed to be three separate imprints, by the spacing. 

A thin figure standing off to the side, its face covered by a loose hood, took a 
step toward me and read aloud from a book, “One mark upon awakening, and 
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two crests: one earned for an act of valor and another unlocked through 
mastery of initial mark.” 

Unceremoniously, I nodded and told him to dress. 

Still kneeling with his back to me, Karnal put his robe back on before turning 
to face me. His gaze was still lowered, which seemed to bore ‘me.’ I was 
aware of the thoughts of the person I was inhabiting; they seeped into me, 
revealing his inner feelings. He—I—seemed to be vaguely impressed that the 
lesser in front of me had managed to unlock a crest by mastering the mark he 
had been given, but the fact that both crests were of defensive magic 
dampened ‘my’ mood. 

“For your loyalty to the nation of Vechor and excellence in the last battle 
against the nation of Sehz-Clar, I—Uto, retainer of Kiros Vritra—grant your 
entry into the Obsidian Vault for the chance to earn an emblem.” 

The crowd that had gathered to watch the mundane spectacle burst into 
applause and cheering. The man kneeling in front of me allowed himself to 
shed a single tear before he rose to his feet and finally met my eyes. He raised 
his right fist over his heart and held his left palm over his sternum in a 
traditional salute. “For the glory of Vechor and Alacrya. For the Vritra!” 

“For the glory of Vechor and Alacrya. For the Vritra!” the audience behind 
him roared in unison. 

The scene distorted, and I found myself sitting back on my bed. An umbral, 
haze-like substance was spilling out of the horn I held, and was being sucked 
into the center of my right palm—where Wren Kain had embedded the 
acclorite. 

I quickly dropped the horn, moving my hand as far away from it as possible. I 
took a moment to inspect my mana core; to my dismay, there was no sign of 
my core improving even a shred. 

“Damn it,’ I grumbled. I had wanted the mana from Uto’s horn to be 
absorbed by my core, but instead it had been siphoned into the acclorite. 

Just like Wren Kain had warned, the gem was capable of altering, depending 
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on the changes in my body, my actions and even thoughts. The acclorite was 
constantly feeding off the mana inside me, constantly molding its eventual 
form—so to say that the introduction of Uto’s mana to the gem filled me with 
unease was an understatement. 

What’s done is done. 1 didn’t like the idea of my future weapon resembling 
Uto’s powers, but at this point, anything that hastened the process would 
help. 

Turning to Sylvie, I wasn’t surprised to find her still absorbing the contents 
of the horn, and unlike me, she seemed to be having an easy enough time 
absorbing the foreign mana. What did surprise me was the fact that the sun 
was already coming up. 

I had spent the entire night reliving one of Uto’s memories—which led me to 
the question: What did that memory even mean? 

The actual event occurring in the memory wasn’t very cryptic, but there had 
been so many unknown terms thrown around that it felt overwhelming. 

I knew from overhearing the word ‘blood’ inside the cavern in Darv that it 
was most likely their term for family, but other words—like mark, crest, and 
emblem—flew over my head. I knew what they meant in the context of my 
own world, but they had used them as if they meant something else entirely. 
These marks or crests—whatever they were—were apparently either earned 
or unlocked. Or was that only the case for the person kneeling? 

But when Uto declared that the person—Karnal—would be granted a chance 
to earn an ‘emblem,’ everyone had seemed to be ecstatic. Ignoring the 
ominous name of Obsidian Vault— which frankly sounded like some 
storybook warlock’s evil lair where he held his stolen treasures—the man 
himself had clearly been proud. This meant that even the chance to earn an 
emblem was a big deal. 

Another series of questions that came to mind pertained to the mention of 
Vechor—a nation presumably at war with Sehz-Clar, another nation. From 
the salute, I could extrapolate that the nation of Vechor was part of Alacrya. 
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And assuming that the asuras were correct that Epheotus, Alacrya and 
Dicathen were the only three continents in this world, that would mean Sehz- 
Clar was another nation in Alacrya. 

Why would two nations of the same continent we were at war with be 
fighting amongst each other? Maybe the nations had sworn allegiance during 
this war? Or was there a separate international army, training together in 
order to dispel any enmity that members of the various nations had toward 
one another? 

I shook my head, physically trying to get rid of the never-ending stream of 
questions and thoughts running rampant in my mind. 

This memory had made me curious, though. I made a mental note to learn 
more about this—perhaps even from Uto himself. The Council had ordered 
our forces to take in prisoners when possible to interrogate them, but in most 
cases, the prisoner either committed suicide or was too low in the chain of 
command to know anything useful. This was the first time we’d had a 
potential source of real information in our hands—though knowing him, he’d 
make us work for it. 

I was beginning to fall into another bottomless ditch of questions. Thankfully, 
just then there was a perfectly cadenced series of knocks at my door. The 
knocking sounded more like someone was hammering a nail into it. 

“General Arthur. It’s Alanis Emeria. I am here to escort you to the training 
grounds to meet with the four training assistants you requested,” she said in a 
clear, clipped voice. 

“Coming,” I replied, chuckling to myself. /t’s not just her speech; even her 
knocking’s robotic. 

Without washing up, I changed into a more close-fitting outfit, suitable for 
sparring, then followed my personal training attendant to the training ground 
on the lower floor. I debated whether to take Sylvie with me, but decided it’d 
be best not to disturb her. 

On our way down, we ran into Emily Watsken—or rather she ran into us. 
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“So sorry!” she huffed. Most of her face was hidden behind a large box, 
which she was attempting to carry on her own. 

“Here, let me get that.” I took the box out of her arms, surprised by its heft. 
“Thank you... oh, Arth—General Arthur! Perfect timing!” The artificer was 
practically gasping for breath, but a wide smile crossed her face when she 
recognized whom she’d almost trampled. 

Emily turned to Alanis, adjusting her glasses. “And you must be Alanis. It’s a 
pleasure to meet you.” 

“Likewise,” the elf replied, but her manner in no way indicated this. “I 
assume you are Emily Watsken. I was informed we would be collaborating in 
our efforts to assist in General Arthur’s training.” 

By the wrinkle between Emily’s brows, she seemed to have been processing 
Alanis’s string of words, but finally she nodded. “Yes! And as you’ll soon 
see, I think your particular magic and the set of artifacts I made will work 
nicely with each other.” 

“I’m glad you two are getting along, but let’s get to the training room. This 
box feels like it’s actually gaining weight,” I joked, shifting the large box in 
my arms. 

“Oh! Sorry, and thank you for carrying it. I thought my arms were going to 
fall out of their sockets,” Emily said, hurrying down the hall toward the 
entrance to the room, which was just up ahead. “Come on, everyone’s 
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181 





GADGETS AND MAGIC 


I DIDN’T KNOW what I had expected of my sparring partners. My request had 
been fairly last-minute, so somewhere in the back of my head I had thought 
they would just be soldiers from inside the castle. 

There were quite a few conjurers and augmenters who were assigned here, as 
a precaution to keep the castle residents safe. I had noticed early on that many 
of them were quite capable, so any one of them would have been a reasonable 
choice for a training partner. 

But the presence of three elders, each of them obviously powerful, on the 
training grounds, alongside Kathyln and a smug-looking Virion, took me by 
surprise. 

“Ah, you’re here!” Virion bolted up to his feet, taking the box from my hands 
and setting it on the ground before guiding me toward the group. “I want you 
to meet everyone.” 

I looked back over my shoulder to see Emily waving me goodbye like a 
mother sending her son off to a battlefield. 

“I know the two of you are already acquainted,” Virion said, motioning to 
Kathyln. “But for formality's sake, this is Princess Kathyln of the royal 
Glayder House. This is her guardian, Hester Flamesworth.” 

An elderly woman, her gray hair pulled tightly back into a bun, dipped her 
head in a formal greeting. 

“Flamesworth?” I blurted, surprised. 
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“Ah, so you’re familiar with my family,” the woman said, a hint of pride in 
her voice. 

“Yes. Fairly familiar, actually,” I replied. The surname had caught my 
attention, but I dismissed the questions stirring in my mind and focused on 
the princess. 

“A pleasant surprise to see you, Kathyln, but what are you doing here?” I 
asked. 

“Princess Kathyln is an accomplished ice-affinity conjurer, now in the dark- 
yellow-core stage,” Hester answered. “I was asked by Commander Virion to 
help you with your training, General Arthur, but my primary job is to keep 
the princess safe at all times. By being here together, we can achieve both 
goals at once.” 

I glanced back at Kathyln, who nodded in confirmation. “Not much else to do 
besides my occasional training with Master Varay, so I’m here to help.” 

“The princess and a knight. Classic pair,” said a gruff dwarf sitting on a 
raised stone pillar. He scratched at his large bulbous nose, which stuck out of 
a thick bush of white beard covering the lower half of his face. He was tall 
compared to most dwarves I’d seen, but that might’ve been an illusion caused 
by his elevated seat. One thing was for sure, though: His body looked to be 
composed entirely of muscle. Thick, striated bulbs of hardened flesh covered 
his arms and chest, and I winced when he gripped my hand with his large 
calloused one. 

“Pleasure to meet you, young General. I am Buhndemog Lonuid, but most 
call me Buhnd,” he said, his grip unrelenting. Whether it was to gauge me or 
to assert his dominance over a young—and potentially arrogant—Lance, I 
didn’t know, but in any event I reciprocated his greeting with a firm grip of 
my own. 

The assimilation I had gone through as a child after inheriting Sylvia’s 
dragon will meant that I was stronger than I appeared. Combined with the 
fact that I had lived practically this whole life with a sword in my hand, it 
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meant that I could hold my own even against this bearded ball of muscle. 

His mustache quirked in what could have been a smile, and he let go. “Not 
bad. Not bad.” 

“Careful, Buhnd. The kid didn’t become a Lance with just a pretty face,” 
Virion said. “Arthur, this musclehead has been a close friend of mine for 
quite a few years. He may look like this, but he’s a genius when it comes to 
earth-affinity magic. I guarantee you’ll learn a lot.” 

“What’s wrong with my looks?” Buhnd snapped. “I'll have you know I’m 
quite the ladies’ man back home.” 

“No one said anything was wrong with your looks,” Virion said dismissively. 
“Stop being so sensitive.” 

I watched as the two bickered, holding my tongue despite all the questions I 
had. 

Just from the thick silver aura he emitted, which was almost visible to the 
naked eye, it was clear Buhnd was a powerful individual. If he was so close 
to Virion, I wondered why he hadn’t been selected as the dwarven 
representative, instead of Rahdeas. 

Considering the recent events, it was obvious that Virion had introduced 
Buhnd as a friend to alleviate any suspicions I may have had of him. But just 
the fact that he was a dwarf I had never seen before put me on edge. 

I guess that makes me racist. | thought, concerned at my own clear prejudice. 

Race in this world was much less subtle than back in my old world, but I had 
never considered myself one to discriminate based on a person’s outer 
appearances or location of birth. However, witnessing a large faction of 
dwarves cooperating with our enemies, as well as being personally betrayed 
by a powerful dwarf, did strain my previous fair-mindedness. 

My attention was abruptly called to the only person I had not yet been 
introduced to when he gave a loud, surly yawn. 

As if the yawn had been his cue, Virion spoke. “Arthur, this is Camus 
Selaridon. He’s a—” 
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“The boy doesn’t need to know any more than my name. I’m here to spar 
with him. Any information beyond that is irrelevant,’ Camus said, cutting 
him off. 

I was shocked to see Virion being told off. He was the leader of this 
continent’s entire military, after all. Seeing Virion’s unperturbed expression, I 
held my tongue, but made a mental note to ask the commander who exactly 
Camus was once we were alone. 

Assuming the mysterious elder wouldn’t be impressed by an ostentatious 
greeting, I simply dipped my head and introduced myself while taking a 
closer look at him. Long silvery-blond hair fell down to his shoulders in 
disheveled locks, covering his forehead and eyes. Long pointed ears poked 
out of the hair, indicating he was of elven descent. Unlike most elves I had 
met, though, he took no care with his outward appearance—or, judging by 
the stench emanating from him, hygiene. 

“Well!” Virion broke the silence. “I’m sure you are all going to get well 
acquainted these next several weeks. And while I’d love to stay and watch, I 
have the pleasure of spending my time looking over mountains of 
paperwork!” 

With a tired sigh, our commander left the training room, his shoulders just a 
bit more slumped than before. 

Virion’s departure was followed by a moment of silence, which I used to 
survey the training room. 

The place wasn’t anything extravagant—ust a large dirt field a little less than 
fifty yards long and no more than thirty yards wide, enclosed by walls and a 
ceiling of mana-reinforced metal. There was a small pond in the far left 
corner of the room, but other than that and the door on the opposite wall, 
there was nothing. It was just a large open space to train. 

Emily was enthusiastically waving her arm at us, and I turned my attention to 
her. 

“T finished setting up, for the most part. There’s a bunch of stuff I want to go 
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over before you start your training,” she said, wiping the sweat from her 
forehead. 

Looking down at the equipment that had spawned from the giant wooden box 
I had carried inside, I was surprised to see how familiar it looked. It was a 
metal panel about the length of my arm, littered with gauges and knobs. It 
resembled some sort of ancient control center on a ship from my previous 
world, except for the crystals on either side of it. One was large and clear, 
while the other smaller crystal was tinted blue. 

A cluster of wires led from the panel to the wall of the training room—more 
specifically, to a large disk attached to the wall. I hadn’t paid them much 
attention when I’d looked before, but the metal disks didn’t seem to be a part 
of the design. They looked to be embedded into the wall and were spaced out 
evenly. 

“Ah! One more thing,” Emily exclaimed, practically diving headfirst into the 
box. She pulled out what looked like pieces of leather armor, but the different 
parts were connected by the same type of wires that connected the panel to 
the wall. Embedded in the bottom center of what appeared to be the 
breastplate was a blue crystal, identical to the one on the right end of the 
metal panel. 

Emily heaved the leather armor in her arms and walked to me. “Miss Emeria, 
if you wouldn’t mind helping me put this on General Arthur.” 

“Of course.” Alanis nodded, and I found myself being dressed in a rather 
ridiculous-looking getup. 

The ‘armor’ seemed more like a sensory receiver than protective clothing. I 
would have to wear the gloves, breastplate, arm and leg bands, and shoes 
throughout the training. 

“Perfect. You look great!” Emily said approvingly, adjusting the breastplate 
so that the blue crystal embedded there was directly over my sternum, where 
my mana core was located. 

“Thanks,” I replied sheepishly, completely unconvinced. The armor looked 


Page 371 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


bulky, but it was soft and flexible enough that I wasn’t too worried about it 
hindering my movements. 

Kathyln and the three elders watched silently, enraptured by the sight of this 
unusual equipment, until Buhnd finally spoke up. “So exactly what is the 
point of all of these toys?” 

Emily shifted her glasses and spoke. “I don’t want to spoil anything, but I 
guess a bit of a heads up is fair. General Arthur is an anomaly on our 
continent—being the only known quadra-elemental mage and all—and while 
he excels in most aspects of mana manipulation, it’s come to my attention 
that he has begun to plateau in terms of utilization of elemental magic.” 
“What about his training with the asuras?” Kathyln asked. 

“That was mainly technical training for augmented close combat,” I 
answered. “I did pick up a few techniques, but Emily is right—I’ve been 
relying heavily on ice and lightning magic these days. I’m hoping that by 
training with all of you, I'll get better at utilizing all the elements I’m capable 
of controlling.” 

“TI see, I see.” Buhnd idly stroked his beard, then shivered. “Yeah, even 
thinking about using one other element gives me a headache. To be a quadra- 
elemental on top of being able to use ice and lightning... ugh.” 

“General Arthur’s mental capacity isn’t as restricted as yours, so I’m sure 
he’ll learn,” Hester chimed in, smiling innocently. 

Buhnd whipped his head around. “What’d you say, Grandma? My mental 
capacity is fully unrestricted!” 

The fire mage just shook her head. 

“Now, now.” Emily carried the metal panel over and gently set it on the 
ground near us. “Instead of arguing, I’d appreciate it if each of you would 
place your hands here, and infuse some of your mana into the clear crystal to 
power up the device.” She pointed to the left end of the metal panel. 

Hester and Buhnd looked at one another, clearly trying to decide which one 
of them would go first. Then Camus stepped up and placed his palm over the 
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clear crystal. 

“Like this, right?” Suddenly a vast whirlwind ripped free from his body and 
swirled around him protectively. 

Emily let out a startled shriek and tumbled to her back from the sudden force. 
The rest of us were able to brace ourselves, and we watched as the fierce gale 
condensed into Camus’s hand on top of the crystal. The once-clear gem lit up 
in a shade of gray, and an instant later the entire panel whirred to life. The 
gauges swayed erratically before settling into place. 

“Showoff,” Buhnd grumbled. 

I was intently focused on the panel. When the room suddenly buzzed from all 
directions, I instinctively raised a layer of mana around my body. 

“It’s just the apparatus powering on,” Emily quickly assured us. From the 
way the other mages had all assumed defensive stances, 1t seemed they were 
just as surprised as I was. 

“T shall go next,” Hester said, stepping forward calmly. 

After placing her hand on the crystal, she muttered a single word. “Burn.” 

A blazing inferno erupted from her body, and her red robe appeared to be 
made completely of fire. The ground around her became scorched, but, to my 
amazement, there was no heat as one of the tendrils of flame lashed at me. 
What had seemed like a brazen display of strength turned out to have been a 
demonstration of her control over her element. 

The metal panel whirred once more, this time a little less rapidly. It might 
have been just my imagination, but I swore I heard Hester clicking her 
tongue. 

“My turn!” Buhnd declared, flexing his fingers before placing his hand 
carefully over the crystal, which had returned to its transparent state. 

There was a beat of silence, then the ground beneath us began trembling. 
Loose pebbles and rocks hovered above the ground as an aura of brilliant 
topaz surrounded the bearded dwarf. 

“Uh, Elders, I love the enthusiasm and all, but... this wasn’t meant to be a 
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contest,” Emily muttered weakly, her voice as unsteady as the shaking 
ground. 

“To a real man, everything’s a contest.” Buhnd grinned. As he spoke, the 
earth split, cracks spreading from his feet while the yellow aura gathered into 
his hand. 

The panel trembled and made its familiar noise, then the crystal absorbed and 
transferred the mana Buhnd had supplied. 

The muscular dwarf stepped away with a satisfied grunt, and Emily began 
inspecting her apparatus to see if any of the elders had damaged it. 

“Princess Kathyln,” she called. “If you please. I think just a bit more will be 
enough.” 

The princess nodded, tucking a strand of black hair behind her ear before 
sending out a wave of mana as well. Looking at the tense expression on 
Kathyln’s face, I knew all too well that she had no intention of backing down 
from the unspoken challenge between the elders. 

The temperature dropped noticeably and a haze of frost swirled around the 
princess. Some of the rocks near her were already freezing when the frost 
began taking the form of what looked like translucent serpents. The frost 
serpents slithered in the air around her before coiling down her arm and 
disappearing into the crystal beneath her palm. 

Emily’s apparatus buzzed with fervor, and a motley of colors swirled in the 
clear crystal. 

The artificer turned a few knobs and flipped a few switches, then rotated the 
now-colorful crystal until a loud click sounded. 

“Tl turn it on now,” Emily announced, not bothering to conceal her 
eagerness. 

She pushed down on the crystal until it was fully inside the panel. I could 
almost see the mana travelling from the device through the thick wires and 
into the rods on the wall. Everyone watched as strands of multicolored mana 
began shooting from one rod to another, spreading exponentially until the 
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strands connected the metal rods to one another with a honeycombed pattern. 
“What in the world...” Buhnd breathed, stretching his neck as he gazed at the 
walls and ceiling of the room. 

“The same sensors are buried in the floor,” Emily said proudly. “Now, before 
I go over what all this is, General Arthur, I believe Miss Emeria has 
something she needs to do.” 

I turned to my training attendant. “Alanis?” 

She put down the clipboard she had been holding and approached me. “It 
won’t take long, General Arthur. Please give me your hand.” 

Curious, I took off the glove, letting it dangle by its attached wire. Alanis 
gently wrapped both her hands around my mine and began chanting with her 
eyes shut. 

Once she finished, her eyes snapped open. Her eyes had surely been pink and 
blue, yet when she gazed at me now, they had turned a shimmering silver. A 
faint emerald aura pulsed around her and began spreading to cover me as 
well. 

“Please stand still for a moment, General Arthur,” she said, her voice 
seeming to echo. Alanis’s silver eyes darted left and right, up and down. She 
studied me intently until her green aura faded and her silver eyes reverted to 
their normal colors. 

“Scans are complete,” Alanis announced, then retrieved her clipboard and 
began scribbling furiously. 

“What was that?” I asked. The hand the elf had held tingled. 

Alanis looked up from her clipboard and opened her mouth to speak, but 
Emily quickly forestalled her with a small laugh. “We’ll tell you everything 
later. For now, why don’t we start with the training?” 

“The lady has spoken!” Buhnd agreed, swinging his arms. “My limbs were 
beginning to calcify from standing still for so long.” 

Hester rolled her eyes. “I hardly think that’s possible, but I agree with the 
dwarf. Princess Kathyln has told me much about you, General Arthur, and 
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I’m quite curious to see if you live up to her exceedingly high praise.” 

“Tt’s not like that,” Kathyln quickly said, pushing her guardian away. 

Smiling, I followed her and the three elders to the center of the room. They 
distanced themselves roughly thirty feet from each other, surrounding me. 
The princess positioned herself close to the pond in the rear corner, with 
Buhnd to her left and the silent Camus to her right. My mind raced as I tried 
to decide which one I should turn my back to. Adrenaline coursed through 
my body, coalescing with the mana streaming through my limbs. The familiar 
feeling of my dry mouth and cold sweat rolling down my cheek told me all I 
needed to know about the situation I was in. 

The pressure the four of them gave off sent chills down my spine, but my 
smile only grew wider. I licked my lips and lowered myself into a defensive 
stance. “Let’s begin.” 


Page 376 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


182 





ELDERS’ ASSESSMENT 


THE ELDERS WASTED no time in their attack. As soon as the words left my 
mouth, Hester moved forward, forming a globe of fire in her palm. She 
snapped her wrist and the burning sphere shot toward me, growing larger as it 
approached. 

I turned to counter but the ground beneath me shifted abruptly, throwing me 
off balance. With hardly any time to react now, I spun, withdrawing Dawn’s 
Ballad from my ring. As I tumbled to the ground, I launched a shockwave of 
frost from my blade, exploding the flaming globe before it could reach me. 
“Tripping over your own feet, young General?” Buhnd snickered, his hands 
glowing yellow with his aura. 

“For someone with so many muscles, I expected more than some cheap 
parlor tricks,” I jeered, pushing myself up from the ground. 

The dwarf shrugged. “I’m not the one who just fell on my arse.” 

I didn’t respond to his jab, keeping an eye on the other two to see when they 
made their move. I didn’t have to wait long. 

Camus casually hurled a blade of wind in my direction. The crescent 
approached viciously, carving a path in the ground where it had travelled. 

I swung Dawn’s Ballad into Camus’s attack, but the crescent suddenly 
distorted before exploding. 

“Lesson one of fighting as a conjurer. Be unpredictable,” Camus muttered. 

A blast of wind nearly threw me back onto the ground. This time, however, I 
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was able to react fast enough. I stabbed my sword into the ground, 
embedding the broken tip of my sword into the dirt floor to brace myself 
against the blast. 

I looked back up to see dozens of jagged icicles, each as long as my arm, 
flying toward me. 

Siphoning mana from my core, I swung my free arm, releasing a wave of fire. 
The large shards of ice evaporated with a hiss when my flames reached them, 
but before I could continue my attack, three triangular panels of stone shot up 
from the ground around me and collapsed on each other. 

Trapped within the pyramid of earth, I lost sight of my opponents. 

This is getting annoying, | thought. 

Fighting against conjurers was fundamentally different than going up against 
augmenters. For one, they kept their distance and attacked from afar. 

With a snap of my fingers, I ignited a flame to study my surroundings. The 
three walls came together at a point about twenty feet above me. 

“T might as well try and fight like a conjurer as well,” I muttered to myself, 
putting Dawn’s Ballad back into my ring. 

I sent a current of earth mana into the ground, and within a moment I was 
able to make out the approximate position of all four of them, as well as two 
figures farther away, who I assumed were Emily and Alanis. 

Buhnd must’ve sensed what I was doing, because spikes of stone almost 
immediately began jutting out of the walls. 

Crafty dwarf, I smiled. 

The spikes elongated, closing in. It was now or never. 

After enlarging the flame I had used for light, I conjured a wave of frost with 
my other hand. I clasped the two opposing elements together, creating a blast 
of steam which spread until it filled the entire enclosure. 

“Steam’s leaking out. Careful for a surprise attack,” Hester warned. 
“Princess, take advantage of the moisture from the steam.” 

Oh crap. 
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I beckoned lightning to surge around my body, charging and containing it 
when I felt the temperature of the cloudy air around me plummet. I could see 
floating shards of ice forming, but my spell was finished. 

“Burst!” I hissed, discharging the currents of lightning coiling around my 
body. Tendrils of electricity surged out, shattering the ground and walls 
effortlessly. The stone pyramid Buhnd had conjured collapsed. 

A large cloud of dust and debris obscured much of the view, but Camus had 
somehow found me. The old elf was just a few feet away, swirling gales 
coiling around his arms. 

Wordlessly, the wind conjurer pushed, the full blast of his wind sending me 
hurtling backward. 

Straight into Hester. 

She was waiting for me on the other side, a fully formed globe of blue flames 
ready to fire. 

With barely enough time to twist in the air to defend against the attack, I 
faced the full brunt of the sapphire flames. 

KATHYLN GLAYDER 

Hester Flamesworth had been serving the Glayder family for over two 
decades. I’d always respected her magical prowess, but, because of her 
talents, she had a tendency to be a bit prideful. So when I saw Arthur’s form 
being consumed by the blue flames that set her apart from all the other fire- 
attribute conjurers of Sapin, I knew she saw Arthur as a person she had to 
beat at all costs. 

My hand unconsciously reached toward Arthur. He was engulfed for no more 
than a few seconds , however, before the blue flames began to swirl around 
him. At first I thought it was Hester’s doing but when the cone of fire split, 
revealing Arthur to be intact aside from the lightly burnt ends of his long hair, 
I knew he had somehow dispersed the flames on his own. 

Arthur coughed out a weak laugh. “That was a close one.” 

My guardian’s eyes widened just a little, but she feigned composure. 
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“Impressive, General Arthur, but it seems you’re taking us a little too 
lightly.” 

Elder Buhndemog raised a bulbous arm. “I second that. If this is all you can 
do, I’m afraid we’re going to need a lot more than two months to train you.” 
“It’s hard to get motivated when you so obviously hold back like that,” Elder 
Camus added, then sat down with a loud yawn. 

I frowned. I had been told that Elder Camus was once a distinguished 
member of the elven army, but he was such an ill-mannered individual. If I 
were in Arthur’s place, I might have been offended by his conduct, but to my 
surprise, Arthur started laughing. 

“Sorry. I often find myself trying to match my opponents’ level to gauge their 
strength. Bad habit of mine,” he said, calmly dusting himself off. 

Then a wave of mana flooded out of Arthur as if a dam had just collapsed. I 
instinctively reeled back from the force and when I looked back up, I saw that 
Camus was back on his feet, all signs of his lethargy gone. Both Hester and 
Elder Buhndemog had already thickened their aura for protection. 

In the center of us all was Arthur—but his form had changed. His long hair 
now shimmered like liquid pearl and golden symbols ran down the length of 
his arms. Arthur’s presence had been strong before, but it was outright 
oppressive now. 

“T won’t use this form for the remainder of our training, but since today’s 
sparring serves to get everyone acquainted with one another, I’Il be glad to let 
loose,” he said. 

The crude leather armor that Emily had clad Arthur in now seemed almost 
majestic underneath the vivid nimbus of mana enveloping him. He turned 
around to face me, and I was able to fully take in his amethyst eyes. I was 
having a hard time trying to find the right word to describe them. 

Ethereal? Radiant? Enthralling? Even those words didn’t seem to accurately 
describe how those eyes seemed to shake me to my very core. 

I had seen this form once before at Xyrus Academy, when he’d battled 
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against Lucas, but this was the first time I had seen it this closely. 

“Now that’s more like it!” Elder Buhndemog exclaimed, although the slight 
tremor in his voice betrayed his unease. 

“Spread out!” Hester’s voice rang with authority as she leaped backward and 
prepared her spell. She knew—everyone knew—that the tables had turned. 
The second round had yet to start, but already I felt the advantage we had in 
numbers was now gone. 

As Arthur’s presence thickened like a shroud, the usual voice inside my head 
began whispering, saying that all was futile. 

No! You always do this, Kathyln. Stop doubting yourself. 

I bit down on my lip, berating myself for my pessimism. Ever since my 
awakening, I’d been constantly told how talented I was as a mage, yet I 
always found some way to tell myself I was lacking. Perhaps that’s why my 
impression of Arthur, back when we had first met during the auction, had 
remained so clear... even after all these years. As a child—and even now— 
he was smart, talented, sociable, knew what he wanted, and had a smile that 
could light up the world. 

Regaining my composure, I found myself eye-to-eye with Arthur once again. 
By his gaze, I knew he had been waiting for me, somehow sensing that my 
mind was elsewhere. 

Doing all I could to keep my embarrassment from showing on my face, I 
quickly nodded and took my stance. 

His lips formed a faint smile and he gave me a nod in return. In that same 
instant, Arthur vanished, leaving behind only a footprint in the hardened 
ground and a few tendrils of electricity. By the time my eyes caught up to 
where he had appeared, Elder Camus had been knocked a few dozen feet in 
the air. The earth below him molded to cushion his impact when he landed. 
Black lightning coiled around Arthur as his eyes searched the room, looking 
for his next target. But before he could move again, the ground rose around 
his feet, anchoring him in place. 


Page 381 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


Stop gawking and help, I told myself. 

Using the water from the nearby pond as a catalyst, I shaped it into a giant 
frozen spear. As soon as I launched it, I felt Elder Camus use his wind magic 
to accelerate the ten-foot spear of ice to a speed that I couldn’t have achieved 
on my own. 

Our cooperative attack tore through the air, spiraling viciously toward Arthur. 
He stood in place, staring straight at the giant spear of ice, only a hand up in 
defense. 

Is he not going to try and dodge? 

I thought about dispersing the spell, but Commander Virion had stressed that 
we needed to be serious about this to help Arthur. 

To my surprise, when the spear was inches away from him, my spell 
dispersed on its own. The gale surrounding my attack still pushed Arthur 
back, but the ice spear I had conjured had shattered. 

Camus shot me a look, as if asking whether I had done it. I quickly shook my 
head, my brows knitted in confusion. 

I’m sure it wasn't me. 

Arthur got back to his feet, unaffected except for the hint of satisfaction on 
his face. 

The elders and I all exchanged glances. No one was completely sure what 
had just transpired. 

“Bah!” Elder Buhndemog stamped his foot, raising a giant boulder from the 
ground beside him. “Show me more! Unless changing the color of your hair 
and eyes is the only thing you can do.” 

Arthur smiled wickedly. “Gladly.” 

My friend—now my opponent—became a blur. This time, I was able to 
follow his faint form, but just barely. 

He sent a shockwave of mana at Elder Buhndemog, but the dwarf had 
expected that. He sculpted the boulder by his side into a giant shield of stone. 

A crater formed where the shockwave hit the shield, but it had been no more 
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than a diversion. By the time the shield had blocked his spell, Arthur had 
already targeted Hester with a lance of black lightning in his hand. 

He’s not attacking you because he’s afraid to hurt you, Kathyln, the voice 
whispered tauntingly. 

Expelling a sharp breath, I focused on a spell General Varay had taught me. I 
never liked using it, since it meant I had to get close to my opponent, but this 
situation was worse. I didn’t like to be pitied. 

“Seraph of Snow.” 

Layers of frost spread over my body, covering me in its icy grip. My clothing 
hardened into armor and a layer of white completely covered me, from my 
toes to the bottom half of my face. 

With my body further empowered, I ran straight at Arthur, who was being 
attacked by everyone else. 

Elder Camus was darting around, sending blades of wind at Arthur and 
cushioning Elder Buhndemog and Hester whenever Arthur knocked them 
away. 

Arthur launched a spear of lightning at Camus, but it exploded in midair 
thanks to Hester’s intervention. 

Everyone felt the presence of my spell, but Arthur seemed too preoccupied to 
notice. 

The frost covering my arm changed form at my thought, extending and 
sharpening into a blade of ice. 

I swung just as General Varay had drilled into me for over a year. 

My blade cut across his back, drawing blood that froze instantly. Arthur’s 
head snapped back to look at me, his gaze more of surprise than of pain. He 
spun around and launched a blade of wind at me, but the layer of frost 
covering me mitigated the spell. 

Without the need to physically block, I continued my attack. Drawing back 
my other hand, I pushed out, launching a shockwave of frost at my opponent. 

Arthur quickly blocked my attack, but it still pushed him back—straight into 
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Elder Buhndemog. 

Arthur’s instincts were inhuman though. He was already twisting his body, 
preparing to defend himself, when a gale of wind spun him uncontrollably. 
The elderly dwarf saw him coming, and an excited smile stretched across his 
face, splitting his white beard. He brought his fist into position to punch 
while the earth around him trembled. 

Pieces of the ground flew, combining around his fist to form a giant gauntlet 
of stone. Hester further empowered his attack by imbuing a blue flame 
around the earthen fist. 

A painful crash resounded as Elder Buhndemog’s flaming rock fist slammed 
straight into Arthur. 

“Oh! That felt so good!” the dwarven elder beamed, shaking out the fire 
around his fist. 

I dispersed my spell too, relishing the warmth that soon followed. 

Arthur sat up from the crater that his body—now back to normal—had 
formed in the ground. Stretching his neck, he groaned “You got me good 
there.” 

Elder Buhndemog burst out in a hearty laugh. “The princess sure saved the 
day! The three of us were basically in a stalemate—and I suspect the young 
general wasn’t even going all-out.” 

“I’m not able to keep up that form indefinitely, and I was already running out 
of steam.” Arthur shook his head. “But yeah, I wasn’t expecting you to come 
at me like some sort of ice ninja, Kathyln.” 

I tilted my head, confused. “Ice... ninja?” 

“Uh, nothing.” Arthur said, scratching the back of his head. “I shouldn’t have 
taken you lightly, that’s all.” 

I blushed. 

Thankfully, Elder Camus seized his attention, extending a hand and pulling 
Arthur up to his feet. 

“Interesting boy,” the quiet elder said with the faintest trace of a smile. 
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“It seems we’ll have much to discuss,” Hester added. “I think this will be a 
learning experience for us all.” 
We all agreed on that. 





The five of us regrouped near the entrance of the training room with Emily 
Watsken and Miss Emeria. 

“Before I go over the analysis of today’s assessment, I just wanted to hear 
some feedback,” Emily addressed. “Of course, our beautiful Miss Alanis 
Emeria has planned a rigorous training schedule for General Arthur, but 
overall, if there are any concerns, please let me know.” 

Miss Emeria nodded, her expression deadpan. “Feedback is crucial.” 

“T think it’s safe to say that the biggest issue for everyone, especially General 
Arthur, is concern for safety,” Hester noted. 

“Ah, yes! I’m actually in the process of working on something to help solve 
that problem, but it still needs some tinkering,” Emily responded. 

“Can I ask what it 1s, exactly? I’m pretty curious,” Arthur asked. 

“It’s a device that basically reads how much mana the wearer is being hit 
with, triggering a last-minute defense mechanism to prevent a lethal blow,” 
the artificer answered almost mechanically. 

“If an artifact like that can be built, couldn’t it be given to all the soldiers in 
battle?” Elder Buhndemog mused. 

Emily hesitated. “It could, but—” 

“It would be astronomically expensive,” Miss Emeria finished. “Also, the 
defensive mechanism will only work for that single triggering attack. In a 
training environment, the opponent would stop, but out on the battlefield, 
another attack would be all the enemy needed to finish the job.” 

Elder Buhndemog stroked his beard. “True. Good point.” 

“Yes, the artifacts are extremely expensive to make, not just in terms of the 
cost but the rarity of the material. The artifact uses phoenix wyrm scales. The 
Glayder family has graciously bestowed a few on us for the sake of my new 
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training devices,’ Emily informed us, looking at me with an appreciative 
gaze. 

I wasn’t aware that Father and Mother still had any left. 

“Speaking of training devices, what exactly is this getup for anyway?” Arthur 
asked, poking the gem on his leather chestplate. “I’m assuming this and those 
plates all over the wall aren’t just for decoration.” 

At that, Emily smiled brightly. Even Miss Emeria had a trace of excitement 
shining in her eyes. “Everything, my friend, from the unappealing armor to 
the weird plates all across this room, is for recording and measuring 
everything that has to do with how you magic the hell out of people.” 
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MEASURING MAGIC 


ARTHUR LEYWIN 

Measuring and recording how someone ‘magicked the hell out of people’ was 
a rather un-intuitive way of describing an unfamiliar process to a group of 
elderly mages—and two teens. 

However, once Emily quelled her enthusiasm and began slowly explaining 
the functions of the disks all over the room and the metal panel filled with 
gauges, as well as the leather armor I was wearing, I could see the excitement 
bubbling up on everyone’s faces. 

“So the things all over the room serve as detectors of some kind to record 
how powerful a spell 1s?” Camus asked, tilting his head. 

Emily nodded. “The word ‘powerful’ is a vague term, but yes. The disks 
were rather tricky to make because each one of them needs to be sturdy 
enough to receive the impact but sensitive enough to accurately transmit the 
feedback to my recording panel. That’s just one aspect though; I’ll explain 
the other in a bit.” 

“What were those glowing lines connecting the disks earlier?” Hester asked. 
“Good question!” Emily nodded. “Well, you see, a spell is rarely going to be 
the size of just one sensor, so I needed the disks placed relatively close to one 
another with sensors in between. That way, even when a spell is several yards 
in diameter, the disks can accurately gauge the impact or force of the spell. I 
call this measurement the force per unit, or fpu. The glowing trails of mana 
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that light up once sufficiently powered—in this case, by Princess Kathyln and 
the three elders—serve as sensors that connect the disks to one another so I 
can more accurately gauge the fpu of a spell as soon as it’s released into the 
field of disks.” 

I could see more than a few eyes glaze over with confusion at Emily’s excited 
explanation. I was tempted to remain quiet and let her run out of words to 
say, but I was curious about something. “So the disks act as sensors after 
basically being struck with a spell. But say I fired a blast of wind at Elder 
Buhnd and he blocked it. The spell would never reach any of the disks, so 
would that spell not be measured?” 

Emily’s eyes lit up. “As expected, you’ve quickly caught on to one of the 
shortcomings. I realized the same thing in the early stages. If these disks were 
just targets to be hit, then the impact they would receive is enough to get an 
accurate reading on the force of the spell. But when live sparring is taking 
place, more than half of the spells would be either unreadable—or inaccurate 
at best—due to being partially or fully mitigated by a counterattack from the 
opponent. I said earlier that recording through direct contact was one of the 
main aspects of the disks. The other is why I needed to cover the whole room. 
Each disk not only sends visible trails of mana to the other disks around it, 
but also creates a sort of pressure that can read the force of a spell as soon as 
it’s formed.” 

“Is that why I had to help you put all those disks so deep in the ground?” 
Buhnd asked, scratching his head. 

“Exactly, and so the disks aren’t in the way even when you use earth magic,” 
she replied. “Thanks to Elder Buhnd, installing the disks underground was 
easy. Through the sensors in the ground, all over the walls, and on the 
ceiling, manipulated mana can be measured even without any of the disks 
actually being physically hit with a spell.” 

“Okay, so basically having this room completely surrounded with these disks 
creates an area where mana can be measured,” I simplified. 
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Emily pursed her lips. “Well... yeah, if you want to just summarize six entire 
months’ work into a sentence, I guess so.” 

“Believe me,” I said with a laugh, “I know very well that what you’ ve created 
here is a technological marvel that’ll help mages develop much faster in the 
future, but I don’t think anyone here has plans to be an artificer.” 

“True,” Emily admitted, still pouting. 

“So you explained what the disks and the panel do, but what about the armor 
you had me wear?” I asked. 

“Ah, the armor itself was an early part of this process, one of my original 
designs in fact. It monitors the flow of mana through an individual by—well 
—I’ll spare you the details. The disc sensors more or less made the armor 
obsolete. However, in your case, we wanted as much information as possible, 
and the armor just so happens to compliment Miss Emeria’s abilities nicely,” 
the artificer replied, turning her gaze to Alanis. 

My training attendant nodded before speaking. “Miss Wykes noted the 
possibility that this environment might have a negative effect on my personal 
ability, and she thought the suit could assist me in making accurate readings 
throughout your training.” 

“That’s a rather vague explanation. If I didn’t know any better, I might think 
you’re trying to keep your ability a surprise, just like Emily did with her 
invention,” I teased my robotic assistant. 

She was, however, less than amused. Her expression remained deadpan. 
“General Arthur, you asked for specifics of Miss Wykes’s suit, not my 
ability. If you are curious about my ability, please tell me so.” 

“Will do,” I replied, taken aback. Unlike Emily, my training assistant didn’t 
seem very keen on explaining anything and everything. “So, Alanis, what is 
your ability?” 

The stoic-faced elf nodded, satisfied with my straightforward question. “After 
making a physical connection with an individual, I am able to utilize nature- 
affinity magic to accurately observe the mana flow of said individual.” 
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I heard a snicker from Buhnd. Taking a peek, I saw the dwarf nudging Camus 
with his elbow and whispering, “Heh, “physical connection’ indeed.” 

I held back a groan, and Camus simply ignored the lecherous dwarf. 

“So does that make you a deviant of nature magic?” I asked, curious. 

While it was common knowledge that the higher forms of wind, water, earth, 
and fire magic were sound, ice, gravity, and lightning, respectively—with 
metal and magma magic specifically a dwarven specialty—little was known 
about exactly what nature magic was. It was acknowledged that only elves 
were able to utilize nature magic, which led magic researchers to believe it 
was a sort of deviant specialty of wind and water, just as magma was a 
specialized combination of fire and earth. One example of nature magic was 
plant manipulation, like what Tess was able to do, but I’d never heard of 
reading mana flow using nature magic. 

“T am uncertain whether my ability is an evolved form of nature magic or a 
specialized peripheral use of it,’ she answered. “However, Commander 
Virion tasked me with providing accurate feedback on your mana flow 
throughout the course of your training, as I have done for other Lances.” 
“You helped out the other Lances, too?” I asked. I wasn’t so much surprised 
by the fact that Alanis had worked with the others as I was that Virion hadn’t 
told me about her. 

“Yes,” she said simply. 

“How intriguing,” Hester chimed in. “And what does this sensory magic 
show about General Arthur?” 

Alanis took out her clipboard. She flipped through several pages before 
reading aloud, “General Arthur’s rate of mana flow upon manipulation from 
mana core to extremities measures at roughly point-four-six seconds for body 
augmentation. For spell casting, there is roughly a forty percent increase in 
time for wind-attribute spells and fifty-five percent increase for earth- 
attribute spells as compared to ice- and lightning-attribute spells. Fire and 
water magic were not used enough during the session, so no readings could 
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be made.” 

“Point-four-six seconds is awfully specific. How did you measure the time so 
accurately?” Camus asked, his interest piqued as well. 

Alanis produced a small cube-shaped device from the inside of her suit-like 
jacket. “Miss Wykes generously provided me this time-counting device.” 

She pressed a small button on the side and the cube began whirring, then she 
quickly pressed it again. She showed us the top of the cube, and it showed the 
time that had elapsed, down to a hundredth of a second. 

“Never thought I’d see such a useless tool,’ Buhnd grumbled, obviously 
uninterested in the analysis of these numbers. 

“Nonsense. That device can measure how fast you can run from one end of 
the room to the other on those short stubs you call legs,” Hester jeered, a 
smug grin on her face. 

Buhnd gave a loud snort. “Why do such a plebian thing as running when I 
can have the earth move my feet underneath me, you old witch?” 

The two began bickering once again, making me wonder what their 
relationship was. It wasn’t just their bickering, though; back when we were 
sparring, all three of the elders had shown an uncanny degree of coordination, 
as if they had fought together before. I made a mental note to ask Kathyln or 
Virion later. 

I turned my attention back to the two elves. It seemed Alanis had just finished 
answering a question from Camus that I’d missed. 

“IT see,” the old elf replied thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t want to hassle Miss 
Wykes too much about this so Pll procure some materials myself.” 

“It’s really no problem at all, Elder Camus,” Emily said. “I was planning on 
improving Arth—General Arthur’s suit anyway. Making a few more 
wouldn’t be much of a strain, as I already have several half-finished 
prototypes. Assuming I have enough materials on hand, I just need to update 
them to the correct spec and fit them properly.” 

“What’s going on?” I whispered, leaning toward KathylIn. 
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“Elder Camus asked if it was possible for Miss Emeria to do readings for 
multiple people,” Kathyln answered, taking a step back. 

Whoops. A little too close for her. 

I distanced myself as well, remembering the princess had always been wary 
of her personal ‘bubble.’ “Does that go for you as well?” 

She nodded. “I’m curious to know how the speed of my mana flow compares 
to others.” 

The aspect of comparison brought to mind a whole load of questions that I 
wanted to ask Emily, but now wasn’t the time for that. Instead, I turned to my 
training assistant. “Alanis, what were my numbers after I used Realmhea—I 
mean, after my hair and eyes changed colors?” 

Everyone looked at the strait-laced elf expectantly. Even Hester and Buhnd, 
whose squabbling—or maybe flirting—I had tuned out, stopped to hear her 
response. 

Alanis only had to flip a single page in her notebook before answering. 
“General Arthur’s spell-casting efficiency, from the mental invocation stage 
to the physical shaping of elemental mana, increased nearly five-fold 
throughout all spectrums of elements, and...” 

“And?” Buhnd pressed while everyone held their breath. 

Alanis shook her head. “My apologies, General Arthur. I did not record your 
body augmentation after the change in your form.” 

“It’s okay,” I assured her. “Was it because there wasn’t enough of a 
difference in times?” 

“Oh, no. It’s not because of that,” Alanis said, her eyes wide. “I did not 
record you simply because I could not. General Arthur, your body 
augmentation speed normally is on par with most of the Lances. After the 
transformation, however, it was much too fast for me to even attempt to 


measure.” 


“How’s your brother doing these days?” I asked, hoping to fill the 
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uncomfortable silence in the corridor. 

Kathyln and I were walking in one of the residential floors of the castle. The 
clear view of the moon and stars outside told us that our training had gone far 
longer than we’d intended. With everyone either already asleep or working 
down in the lower levels, the castle felt almost abandoned. 

“Curtis is doing much better, now that Father has finally allowed him to leave 
the castle—under supervision, of course,” Kathyln replied with a hint of 
envy. “In his last transmission scroll he described how rewarding it is to be 
one of the assistant training instructors at Lanceler Academy.” 

“You're not so lucky, I’m guessing?” 

“T had hoped that becoming stronger as a mage would allow me a little more 
freedom, but the image my father has of me remains that of a timid little 
princess,” she breathed. 

“Well, to be fair, you are pretty timid,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. 


99 


“IT have been told that I’ve become more outgoing,” Kathyln replied, 
flustered. “Even my participation as your sparring partner was at my own 
insisten...” Her voice trailed off. 

“What was that?” 

She quickened her pace, walking on ahead. “Nothing.” 

We continued in silence, and I found myself paying eerily close attention to 
Kathyln’s walk. Her footsteps had an almost lulling cadence, each footfall 
deliberately made on the balls of her feet to minimize sound. She was small- 
framed, but her stride exuded a confidence that seemed well-rehearsed. If I 
didn’t know her, by her walk I would’ve thought she was just another 
arrogant and pretentious noble. 

She stopped, and by the time I raised my eyes, I found her looking back at me 
with just the slightest lift to her left brow. “Is everything all right?” 

Realizing I had spent the past few moments staring at her legs, I blushed. “No 
—TI mean yes, everything is fine.” 

“Your footsteps are very quiet; I didn’t know if you were still walking behind 
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me,” Kathyln said, waiting for me so we could walk abreast. 

“I could say the same for you,” I laughed. “Despite the confidence with 
which you walk, your feet seem to hardly touch the floor.” 

“Mother was very strict on anything that could be seen by those around us. 
Curtis and I were required to take lessons covering every aspect of royal 
etiquette,’ Kathyln answered. 

“Oh! My mom had Ellie go to those kinds of classes when she was little. 
Except the only thing she seemed to learn was how to get out of chores by 
saying they were ‘unladylike,’” I said. 

Kathyln smiled faintly. “Ellie is your sister, correct? Short for Eleanor?” 
“Yeah. Have you met her? She’s usually on the outdoor balcony practicing 
her archery.” 

“T have seen her on occasion, but never spoken to her,” she answered. 

“She can be a bit intimidating, with that bear always following her around,” I 
admitted. “Pll have to properly introduce you to her sometime. I’m sure 
she’d be excited to get to know you.” 

Kathyln’s smile widened to the point that it actually looked like a smile. 
“Td... like that.” 

We continued talking as we made our way to her room. Hester was originally 
supposed to escort the princess back, but I’d wanted to get out of the training 
room—lI actually planned on getting something to eat after—so I volunteered. 
The old mage was reluctant, but she and the other two elders had wanted to 
stay behind with Emily and Alanis to measure the force of their spells. She 
knew Kathyln would be with a Lance, and her excitement at measuring her 
fpu outweighed everything else, so she’d relented. 

If someone were to stand absolutely still and stay quiet, it was possible to feel 
the castle tremble slightly as Hester, Buhnd, and Camus let loose their magic 
far below. 

Kathyln’s room was just a few feet ahead when I remembered what I wanted 
to ask her. “Does your guardian personally know Buhnd?” 
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She nodded. “All three elders know each other.” 

My brows lifted in surprise. “Really? How?” 

“Those three played crucial roles in the last war between human and elves. 
Darv sent soldiers to help Sapin during the war, which is how Hester and 
Elder Buhnd know each other. After the war was over, leaders from all three 
kingdoms were obligated to attend a summit held every couple of months in 
an attempt to mend broken bridges. Hester has mentioned Elder Camus’s and 
Elder Buhndemog’s names several times. They often trained together 
before.” 

“That explains their impressive coordination when we sparred,” I noted. 

I wanted to ask more about Hester, and about the Flamesworth House in 
general, but we had stood before Kathyln’s door for several moments now, 
and it felt more proper to ask Hester directly. 

“Will you be okay by yourself, Princess?” I teased as Kathyln carefully 
unlocked her door with the touch of a palm. My room didn’t have a mana 
signature reader, but then again, it probably wouldn’t have done me much 
good to have one. 

“Father took extra precautions with the reinforcements for my room,” she 
said, lifting a familiar-looking pendant from around her neck. “I also have 
this.” 

“That’s made from a phoenix wyrm, right?” I asked, knowing where I had 
seen it. 

“I’m impressed you know what it is at such a brief glance,” she replied. “The 
artificer, Gideon, made these from the core and scale of a phoenix wyrm.” 
“It’s beautiful,” I said, omitting the fact that I had bartered two of the same 
artifacts from Gideon almost ten years ago for the blueprints of the steam 
engine ship. Ellie and my mother were still wearing them now—one of the 
reasons I could sleep a little easier at night. 

“Thank you.” She tucked the phoenix wyrm pendant back inside her shirt. 
“And thank you for walking me back. I was glad to see Hester so eager to 
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join in, but, knowing her, she would have insisted on leaving with me had I 
not had an escort.” 

“No problem,” I responded. “It’s the least I could do in return for your taking 
the time to help me with my training.” 

She shook her head. “It’s training for me as well. No need to thank me for 
that.” 

“Well then, let’s train hard and get even stronger.” I stuck out a hand. 
Kathyln stared at my open hand for a moment before gingerly accepting the 
gesture. 

Her palm and her fingers were warm to the touch—hot, even—and her hand 
remained absolutely still in my grip. Making sure my friendly gesture didn’t 
last too long, I gently squeezed her hand before letting go. “Goodnight.” 
Without even a pause, she whipped her head away and shut the door. From 
the other side of her door, I heard a muffled, “Goodnight, Arthur.” 
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184 





ASPECT OF UNPREDICTABILITY 


NICO SLAPPED the back of my dueling vest. “Are you ready, Grey?” 

I continued the last set of my stretches, more out of anxiousness than to 
loosen my body. We were in the underground waiting area where dozens of 
other students were either practicing their techniques on the padded mats or 
restlessly pacing until their name was called by one of the officiators. 

“Ready as I can be, I suppose,” I finally replied, swinging my arms. 

“Come on. You’re going to have to be more confident than that—hungrier,” 
Nico pressed. “I know how hard you’ve had it, being bullied by everyone 
from the second and first division—” 

“How could you possibly know how hard I’ve had it?” I cut in, annoyed. 
“Moving from Division Four into Division Three last year made their 
‘pranks’—most of which gave me welts if not broken bones—worse, because 
I apparently didn’t ‘know my place.’” 

“My bad,” Nico stammered, taken aback by my sharpness. 

“You're in the first class of Division One, respected by teachers and peers. 
I’m proud of you for that, but don’t think that means you know what I’ve 
been through these past years.” 

He nodded. “I was just trying to help.” 

“It’s fine,” I said, suddenly feeling guilty. “I’m sorry for snapping at you. I’m 
just really sick of those nobles flaunting their house names like a badge that 
lets them do whatever they want to me.” 
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“Yeah. It doesn’t help that most of their parents are generous donors to the 
academy. It only serves to make the teachers turn a blind eye to students like 
us, with no family to back them.” 

“At least they treat you well,” I said, sitting with my back against the cold 
wall. “Being better than them intellectually doesn’t seem to hurt their ego 
nearly as much as being better than them in combat.” 

“Thank God for that,” Nico chuckled. “At least you can defend yourself.” 

I agreed. “I’m just hoping the judges will be more fair than they have been 
and finally let me into the second division.” 

“Seriously. Even if your ki level isn’t as high, your overall combat ability 
should have at least put you in Division Two last year. I still can’t believe 
they held you back even after you pummeled that mouthy kid.” 

“Remember him taunting me before the start of the match, saying he could 
beat me with one hand?” 

Nico suppressed a laugh, perhaps fearful that the boy in question was 
somewhere in the large room. “That match was over so quick, he didn’t even 
have time to take his hand out of his pocket.” 

“Yet, here I am, taking part in these rigged assessment duels.” I thumped my 
head against the wall, letting the dull pain wash away my despair. 

Nico lowered his voice. “I have heard from the other engineering students 
that there’s a new judge this year, very cold and impartial.” 

I raised a brow. “How would the engineering students know about that?” 
Nico coughed and looked away. “Supposedly, she’s also a very attractive 
lady. You know how it is with the engineering guys; they’re a lewd bunch.” 
“Seems like that includes you as well,” I said, shaking my head in mock 
disappointment. “I wonder what Cecilia’s going to think when I tell her this.” 
“You wouldn’t.” Nico’s face blanched. “After all I’ve done to try and help 
you—” 

Just then, a gruff voice called my name over the intercom. “Cadet Grey to 
Arena Six. Failure to appear will result in an automatic loss. Once again, 
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Cadet Grey to Arena Six.” 

I picked up the blunted dueling sword that I had borrowed for the assessment 
and winked at Nico. “I’ll keep you and your engineering dogs’ little interest 
to myself.” 

Nico hung his head in defeat and motioned for me to go. 

Waving back at my friend, I made my way up the wide ramp that led to the 
surface. I had to raise a hand to shield my eyes from the midday sun until 
they could adjust, and when they did, I found myself in the center of a wide 
outdoor stadium. 

Raised circular platforms dotted the large field of grass. Students and faculty 
members surrounded the platforms, some judging or scouting while others 
were just there to watch their friends or an upcoming opponent. 

The bleachers surrounding the stadium were dotted with people—too far 
away to recognize, not that I would know any of them. Prior events had made 
it easy to assume most of the adults seated here were family members of the 
students participating in today’s assessment duels. 

I made my way toward the sign that read ‘Arena Six,’ slipping through the 
crowds congested around the arenas in between. 

“Great, an audience,” I mumbled to myself. There was a large group, of 
varying ages, excitedly chattering amongst themselves. One portly middle- 
aged man had his arms up on the arena, giving last-minute advice to a boy 
my age, until the slender referee informed the man not to lean on the stage. 

I barely had room to go up the stairs that led to the elevated dueling arena, 
and eyes bored into me the entire way. Some cast assessing gazes, trying to 
size me up to make their own prediction on whether their son—or cousin, 
nephew, or whatever the boy up on the stage was—could beat me. 

I reached the arena platform. There was only me, the boy I’d be facing, and 
the referee. The vests, the only source of protection we were provided, spoke 
volumes about what our academy thought in terms of our safety. 

Broken bones were common, and even life threatening injuries couldn’t be 
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considered shocking. As if sensing my discomfort, the referee stepped toward 
me and peered into my eyes, scrutinizing me. 

The later rounds of assessments would have a panel of ‘unbiased’ judges as 
well, but this first round would be determined by this one referee, so I’d have 
to do my best to impress him. 

“Make us proud, Simeon!” the portly man roared. 

“You can do it, Simmy!” a curly-haired woman hooted excitedly. 

“Sir, the barrier will be up soon, so please refrain from leaning forward into 
the arena. I will not remind you again,” the slender referee said sternly. 

“Dad, please!” the boy named Simeon groaned, shooing his father away. 
Without further delay, the referee took out a key and slid it alongside the far 
edge of the arena. Immediately, a light flickered around us, casting a 
translucent wall about thirty feet high. 

“Weapons in position,” the referee announced. “Traditional dueling rules 
apply. Match will end when one of you yields or when the protective barrier 
around your dueling vest shatters. Points will be earned for solid contact, not 
glancing blows. Cadet Grey, Cadet Simeon Cledhome, are you ready?” 

I kept the blade of my sword low, gripping with only one hand; Simeon took 
a more traditional pose, with both hands firmly on the handle and the blade 
positioned vertically out in front of him. 

We dipped our heads in acknowledgement, our gazes locked on each other. 
“Begin!” 

Immediately, Simeon lunged, clearing the distance between us—over ten feet 
—in a single bound. He had concentrated his ki to his back leg, pushing off 
and redistributing back to the rest of his body after gaining the momentum he 
needed—not an easy feat. 

However, his burst seemed like wading through viscous waters to my eyes. 
By the time his sword was lined up in position to stab at my vest, I had 
identified three different courses of action and was contemplating my 
choices. 
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I went with the simplest option, pivoting so his blunted weapon would barely 
glide across my chest. 

Executing the same technique as Simeon, I concentrated ki into my back leg 
and torso for support. In one swift stroke, I stepped into range and spun, 
using my leg and hips for momentum. Even though I didn’t enhance my arm 
with ki, the strength of my attack was enough to knock Simeon off his feet. 
Just before my sword struck him, he managed to twist so that his left shoulder 
took the force of the blow, not his vest. 

“Gah!” Simeon yelled in pain, dropping his sword and cradling his injured 
shoulder with his right hand. 

I thought for sure he’d yield, so I held my position, my eyes shifting between 
the referee and Simeon. 

A muted thump drew my attention, and I could see the father banging wildly 
at the barrier. “Get up, Simeon! Get up!” 

After a series of groans and curses, my opponent was back on his feet, his left 
arm dangling limply by his side while he struggled to hold his long sword in 
his right hand. 

I cast a doubtful look at the referee, but he shook his head. The match wasn’t 
over. 

In an act of desperation, Simeon tried to catch me off guard while my 
attention was on the referee. He lunged once more, sacrificing his speed by 
allocating most of his ki into his arm. With his right arm strengthened, he was 
able to easily swing the heavy dueling sword. 

His stubbornness was respectable, but the match was already over. 

I struck Simeon’s right hand, making him immediately drop his weapon. 
Without stopping, I spun and kicked his right thigh, which was unprotected 
by ki. 

Simeon grunted as his knee buckled under him. The tip of my sword was 
already waiting for him underneath his chin. 

“T-I yield,” he breathed. 
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“No!” his father protested, banging wildly against the barrier. “The boy 
cheated! No way my Simeon would lose to some no-named rat!” 

“Enough!” the referee shouted. “Cadet Simeon Cledhome’s remaining 
assessment duels will take place amongst the other defeated cadets while 
Cadet Grey will move on. That is all!” 

With that, the referee withdrew the barrier and allowed us to leave. Simeon 
walked down those stairs like his soul had just withered. I almost felt bad for 
him. His ki control was considered pretty good—most kids in my division 
were now getting a firm grasp on basic body strengthening, not ki allocation. 
His mother immediately gave him a hug and gingerly caressed his wounded 
shoulder while his father stared daggers, as if his son’s loss was because of 
me. I guessed it was, so I stared back and did the respectable thing. 

I smiled politely at the portly man of House Cledhome. Now... if he saw that 
as being rude or arrogant, that was on him. 

ARTHUR LEYWIN 

“What were you dreaming about?” a familiar coarse voice asked, startling me 
awake. 

My eyes shot open to see Virion, his face just a foot away from my own, 
wrinkled with a wide grin. 

“Gah!” I yelped, bolting up and nearly colliding heads with the old man. 
From the side, I could hear Emily and my sister giggling; even Boo and 
Sylvie huffed in amusement. 

“Damn it, Virion. Your face 1s terrifying,” I said, gathering my wits. 

“You were smiling so widely that I just had to wake you up and find out what 
it was you were dreaming about,” the old elf snickered. “Was it perhaps one 
of those dreams?” he continued, waggling his eyebrows suggestively. 

“Are you sure you’re fit to lead this continent’s army?” I groaned, fighting 
the urge to roll my eyes. 

The commander—sitting casually on the ground next to me, his back against 
the cold metal wall of the training room—simply shrugged. “I’m pretty sure 
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smiling lewdly while sleeping in a public setting isn’t very fitting for a Lance 
either.” 

“Tt wasn’t a lewd smile!” I protested. 

“Tt was kind of creepy,” Ellie chimed in. 

“It was just a dream about when I was younger. You know, when times were 
simpler,” I shot back. 

It wasn’t a lie. Just not the entire truth. 

Ellie exchanged glances with my bond and shrugged. 

‘Was it another dream of your former life?’ Sylvie probed, concern in her 
voice. 

I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Sylv, | comforted her. 

Turning my gaze away from my vulpine bond, I watched as Kathyln and the 
three elders finished warming up. Only a day had passed since the first 
training session, but the fact that I couldn’t get any sleep due to my futile 
attempts to extract mana out of Uto’s horns—without the acclorite in my 
right hand absorbing it first—made it feel like a week had gone by. 

The last thing I remembered was coming into the training room and seeing 
my sister and Boo with Virion. While Emily and Alanis prepared the training 
equipment she had made for Kathyln and the elders, I’d sat down and talked 
with the commander. I’d asked him about my personal training assistant— 
how he ever found someone like her, and why he’d never bothered to 
mention her to me. 

Virion had explained that he had first met Alanis while visiting a unit 
stationed near the southern border of Elenoir, where the Elshire Forest ended. 
He had stumbled upon Alanis in one of the medic’s tents where she was 
helping a soldier who had been ambushed by the corrupted beasts. Though 
she was only a nurse there, Virion had seen the true value of her deviant 
magic and brought her to the castle. While I was training in Epheotus, Virion 
had made all the Lances undergo evaluation with Alanis so they could 
improve their mana flow where it was the weakest or slowest. 
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Virion had been explaining to me that ‘corrupted beasts’ were what the 
soldiers dubbed the mana beasts infected by the Vritra—and the next thing I 
knew I was waking up to the sight of the old man’s face hovering over mine. 
Trying to shake off the lingering weariness, I got up and stretched. 

“Looks like the boy is ready,” Virion exclaimed, motioning Emily over. 

The artificer hurried to me, carrying the upgraded training equipment. I was 
impressed she had managed to accomplish so much in such a short amount of 
time. 

Instead of wearing the full leather armor to bounce back the mana waves 
Emily needed to record the power of my spells without interrupting Alanis’s 
internal readings, I now only had to attach a few bands to my arms and legs 
and wear a thin chestplate with the gem embedded on it. 

As I finished putting on the new equipment, my training assistant approached 
me, her eyes glued to her notebook. 

“General Arthur. I have finished compiling the training schedule for the next 
seven weeks, focusing on improving your mana flow times during body 
augmentation and spell casting of your lesser elements,” she said, raising her 
gaze to me while handing me her notebook. 

“The first two weeks will be one-on-one training,” I said after giving it a 
cursory glance. “That probably isn’t the best use of time considering I only 
have two months, right?” 

“T agree.” She nodded, taking back her notebook. “However, your goal in all 
this, General Arthur, by immersing yourself in combat scenarios involving all 
of the elements, was to acquire the knowledge of which elements can be best 
utilized, depending on the situation, in order to apply that in later battles, 
correct?” 

Her thought process was a lot more technical, but she had the gist of it. 
“Correct.” 

“While it’s commendable that you’re willing to become a training dummy in 
order to achieve this goal, it’s impractical for one main reason.” 
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Her statement piqued my curiosity. “Go on.” 
“After your assessment with all four trainers, I believe that the main reason 
for your—forgive my bluntness—problem stems from how solidified your 
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fighting style is already,” she answered. “It is my understanding that you 
have previously tried to train your lesser elements by forcibly inhibiting your 
strongest elements, correct? 

“Yet, even after doing so, once you allowed yourself to go back to your more 
comfortable elements, your fighting style reverted to what I perceive as close- 
combat with elemental integration in your attacks.” 

“That sounds about right,” I said, thinking about what my core fighting style 
was. Many of my abilities had improved since my time as Grey, but my core 
style, which was the use of the sword and body, was still the same—albeit 
improved after my training with the asura Kordri. 

“In order to accustom your body to modes of fighting outside of your usual 
methods, a slow transition is required, along with another important 
component: unpredictability.” I could tell by the twinkle in Alanis’s eyes that 
she was almost as enthusiastic about training regimens as Emily was about 
artificing. 

“General Arthur, you will start off with one-on-one sparring against the four 
training partners here today. They will trade places at random intervals so 
you will not have the chance to acclimate,” she explained in a serious tone. 
“In addition, in each session, you will be forbidden to use one element.” 
“And which element is that?” I asked, looking over her notes. 

The usually impassive elf showed the slightest glimmer of a smile. “That will 
be chosen—and switched—at random, General Arthur. Unpredictability, 
remember?” 

“It seems my original idea of brainlessly sparring four against one has 
become much more convoluted,” I murmured under my breath. 

“The training regimens she made for the other Lances were just as 
complicated,” Virion remarked, standing up. 
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After dusting off his robe, Virion headed to the door. “Ill be by later to see 
how things progress. Alanis, don’t break Arthur. I still need him.” 

Alanis nodded sternly, as if she had seriously considered the possibility. 

With that, the old elf bid us farewell. Kathyln and the elders, who had just 
finished warming up, showed their respects as the commander left. 

“The equipment is all ready to go,” Emily exclaimed as soon as the door 
closed behind Virion. 

I looked around at the training room, spotting Kathyln blotting her forehead 
with a handkerchief and Hester straightening out the creases in her tight- 
fitting robe. “So who am I going up against fir—” 

The ground underneath my feet abruptly shot up like a spring, ejecting me 
into the air. 

I was startled for a split second before realizing it had to be Buhnd. It had 
been less than a day since I’d met the bearded ball of muscle and he was 
already becoming predictable. 

I was launched some twenty feet in the air, and when I managed to twist 
myself to face him, the old dwarf was waiting for me with an eager smile, his 
bulging arms stretched out wide as if expecting me to hug him. 

A smile crept across my face as I siphoned mana into my hand. 

At least I won’t be bored. 
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GUEST TEACHER 


“Switcu!” Alanis called out just as my wind-infused fist was about to 
connect with Camus’s chest. 

I muttered a string of curses, stopping my strike. How is it that over these 
past few days, the matches always seem to stop at such inconvenient times? 
She has to be doing this on purpose. 

As if to answer my accusation, my trainer said, “Exactly twenty minutes have 
passed. Elder Camus will be switched for Elder Hester. General Arthur, 
please restrict your water magic.” 

I wiped away the sweat pouring down my face, trying to take a breather 
before my next opponent arrived. Having my water magic banned meant I 
couldn’t use ice either. How frustratingly convenient for Hester, who 
would’ve been at a disadvantage against those two elements. 

Glancing at the audience, I could tell everyone had been paying close 
attention to my fight against Camus. My sister was particularly engrossed. 
Hester approached me until we were about a dozen feet apart. Tying her long 
grey hair back into a bun, she readied herself and assumed a dueling stance. 
Being a silver core mage meant that, although her strength was in conjuring, 
she could easily augment her body. The fact that she wore tight-fitting clothes 
and chose to use a conjuring ring rather than the traditional staff or wand 
meant that she wanted the flexibility of both long-range and close-range 
combat. 
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“Begin,” Alanis stated, her voice amplified by the artifact she was speaking 
into. 

Hester immediately snapped her finger, a spark igniting between her middle 
finger and her thumb. 

The blue ember was just a distraction, though. 

Since I wasn’t using Realmheart, I couldn’t see the fluctuations in mana, but I 
could feel it. My body, enhanced through assimilation with Sylvia’s dragon 
will, seemed to instinctively sense that I was in danger. 

I quickly propelled myself back, just in time to see a burst of fire detonate 
where I had been standing. 

The explosion caused a cloud of smoke, obstructing my view of Hester. 

She didn’t expect to hit me with that. She wants me to lose sight of her. 

I swung my arms, manipulating the cloud of dust between us to shoot 
forward. The rock and sand in the air froze for a second before erupting 
forward into a shockwave of debris. 

As I had predicted, Hester’s form came into view. She managed to shield 
herself with a panel of fire. It was my turn to strike back. 

Augmenting mana into my legs, I flashed forward, gathering blue fire into 
my fists. 

I struck at the panel of fire, expecting my flame to overpower hers. Her spell 
disintegrated, but to my surprise, Hester was no longer behind the panel of 
fire she had conjured. 

That’s when I felt it again, the primal instinct that told me I was in danger. 
This time, it came from below my feet. 

Blue fire swirled beneath me before erupting into a pillar of flames. For a 
moment, even my vision turned blue as an intense heat washed over me. 

My aura blocked the attack long enough for me to manipulate the fire and 
keep it from harming me. If I took too much damage, the defensive artifact in 
my armor would activate, making it my loss. 

Just when the heat was becoming unbearable, I was able to dispel Hester’s 
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attack and break the pillar of fire—only to find myself surrounded by a dozen 
or so fiery spheres, each at least six feet high. 

Given that I couldn’t see or sense Hester, and that each globe of fire would 
easily fit a grown woman inside, I knew she was in one of the globes. 

If she was trying to annoy me with all these distractions, it was working. 

I stomped the ground, conjuring earthen spikes. Only half the spikes hit their 
mark. 

Note to self: Practice aiming with earth magic. 

The spikes that did hit bored straight through the spheres of fire, causing 
them to disperse. But it didn’t take long for new spheres to manifest and take 
their place. 

Before I could strike them down again, the flaming globes brightened, then 
launched their attacks. 

Each globe seemed to have a mind of its own, as the attacks they fired were 
different from each other. One globe shot a barrage of small fire bullets, 
while another began spinning and releasing burning crescents. 

I was forced onto the defensive by the barrage of attacks coming from all 
directions. I erected a stone wall from the ground to block the flame bullets 
and launched a blade of wind at the burning crescent, detonating the fiery 
spell prematurely. 

My mind raced, trying to think of my next move. I couldn’t stay on the 
defensive, but I had no idea which flaming sphere she was hiding inside. 

The temptation to just release Realmheart grew, but I knew that was just a 
shortcut, solving my inadequacy by blowing off most of my mana. 

Think, Arthur. How would I try to fight me if I was Hester? 

The only strategy I could think of was to get on my nerves until I let my 
guard down. That was the answer. 

I let out a roar of frustration, wildly launching shockwaves of wind and blasts 
of fire at the globes. Of course, the ones I hit were replaced by new ones, but 
I continued my seemingly agitated assault. 
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Coalescing tendrils of lightning around my arms and legs, I flashed forward, 
getting close to the spheres of fire and striking them down. 

For each globe I struck down, two more took its place until there were more 
than thirty spheres hovering around me. 

Her mana pool is impressive. 

Now the spheres began undulating and glowing brighter. I thought they were 
all going to explode, but instead each of the flaming globes shot a condensed 
stream of fire at me. 

Is this the final attack? | thought, noticing that the spheres were growing 
smaller as they released their flaming beams. 

I put on my best expression of surprise and horror and waited until all the 
beams were just about to hit me before I acted. 

Siphoning a large amount of mana from my core, I engulfed my entire body 
in a suit of fire. It required absolute control to keep the fire from harming me, 
but timing it with Hester’s last attack would make it seem like I was hit. 

Even with several extra layers of pure mana and fire mana protecting me 
from Hester’s barrage, I felt the fire singeing the hair on my extremities. I 
feared for a moment that I might actually come out of this bald, but my aura 
kept me—and the majority of my hair—safe. 

Over the roar of the flames I heard Ellie call out in horror, but I kept my 
focus on my opponent. I knew Hester wouldn’t let her guard down even from 
this. 

The next step was the hard part. 

One thing any multi-elemental mage always had to consider was not just 
knowing when to utilize each of his elements, but how to utilize multiple 
elements in conjunction with one another. 

Keeping the flaming barrier around my body, I split off a part of my focus so 
I could manipulate the ground underneath me. 

I felt my flames tremble—a sign that my concentration was wavering. 
Almost. Enduring the growing heat around me as I manipulated a hole into 
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the ground for me to fit inside, I waited until I finally saw Hester’s silhouette 
through the layer of fire between us. 

Now! 

I collapsed my protective spell just as I fell into the ground, immediately 
restoring the ground above me so I was completely submerged. 

The earth shook with what I assumed was Hester’s next strike. 

Without wasting any time, I pushed at the earth around me, utilizing the 
seismic perception spell to sense where everyone was. I felt a ripple in the 
earth from a different location—the same perception spell that I had used, but 
far stronger. 

Focusing on the task at hand, I shaped the earth around me, allowing myself 
to slowly move underground. Experts like Buhnd were able to travel 
underground as easily as if they were underwater, but unfortunately I wasn’t 
at that level. 

It didn’t matter, though. It was Hester’s turn to be caught off guard. 

I only needed two seconds to gather mana around my right first for my final 
attack. As soon as I was ready, I cleared the earth above me and bolted up to 
the surface and into the air by infusing wind mana beneath my feet. 

Black lightning coiled around my right arm like a vicious serpent ready to 
strike. Just beneath me, standing on the ground, was Hester, her arms 
enveloped in fire fashioned into long blades with thin tendrils of electricity 
wrapped around them—no doubt her actual finishing move. 

Hester whipped around to face me just as my body descended. She was too 
late. I was within striking range and she wasn’t in the safety of her fire orb. 
We were playing to my strength now. 

My opponent’s lips moved—whether she was cursing or chanting a spell, I 
couldn’t tell—as she brought up her flaming arm blades. 

The black lightning tore free from my arm as I unleashed the voltaic charge at 
Hester. The black tendrils ripped through the air and our two spells collided. 
A sphere of congealed fire and lightning formed from the impact, growing 
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larger and brighter until it finally exploded with us at the epicenter. 
KATHYLN GLAYDER 

The explosion obscured our view of Arthur and Hester. My eyes flitted to 
Arthur’s little sister; I was prepared to conjure a barrier in case the 
shockwave reached us, but her bond had already responded, pulling her close 
with its body positioned to block any remnant of the blast caused by the 
colliding spells. 

In my concern for Arthur’s little sister, I forgot to protect myself from the 
shockwave that resulted from the detonation. 

I braced for impact, trying to raise a wall of ice in time, but to my surprise, 
the ground beneath me sank. I found myself a few feet below the surface as 
the shockwave passed harmlessly above me. 

After the explosion subsided, I was raised back up and came face to face with 
Elder Buhnd. 

“Careful, Princess,” he grinned before turning his attention back to the origin 
of the blast. 

The cloud of debris caused by the explosion dissipated and I could see the 
two figures. 

Though disheveled, Arthur was standing. My guardian, on the other hand, 
had fallen back. A soft pink glow surrounded her, signaling that her defensive 
artifact had been triggered. 

Elder Buhnd clasped his hands together, obviously excited. “Haha! Brilliant!” 
“The artifact worked seamlessly!” Miss Watsken exclaimed from the side, 
excited for a different reason. 

“It’s worrying that you’re this surprised about the functionality of the device 
meant to keep my brother from dying,” Arthur’s little sister muttered, patting 
the dust from her clothing. 

“T wasn’t surprised!” the artificer protested. “Just happy that there were no 
unexpected complications.” 

“Mhmm.” Arthur’s sister cast one last look of doubt at Miss Watsken before 
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turning her focus to her bond. 

“What were General Arthur’s mana flow readings during that battle?” Elder 
Camus asked Miss Alanis. I listened in, curious about Arthur’s improvement 
over the last few days. 

Miss Alanis’s eyes glowed in a myriad of colors as she assessed Arthur’s 
internal data. Eventually her irises returned to their original colors. “General 
Arthur’s mana flow for spellcasting earth and wind have increased by four 
percent and two percent, respectively.” 

“And that’s a... good thing?” Elder Buhnd asked, his thick brows knitted in 
confusion. 

“The rate of General Arthur’s growth is... impressive, to say the least. It has 
been less than a week, yet the improvement he has made with his peripheral 
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elements is remarkable,” she replied before recording her newest findings 
into her journal. 

“T think you’d be more helpful in the war if you led a larger group of soldiers, 
rather than trying to push that old body of yours,” a familiar voice sounded 
from behind us. 

My eyes widened as I realized it was Commander Virion, and he was 
accompanied by General Bairon and Master Varay. 

I immediately lowered my head in respect. 

“No need for such formalities. ’'m just here to check up on my youngest 
general,” Commander Virion said. “Actually, let me apologize in advance.” 

I raised my head tentatively, locking eyes with Master Varay. My ice magic 
teacher regarded me with her strong gaze before turning her attention to the 
aftermath of Hester and Arthur’s mock battle. 

“That sort of passive-aggressiveness is beneath you, Virion—I mean, 
Commander,” Elder Camus responded with a slight smile. 

“Part of my job is making sure my strongest assets are as effective as they 
can be,” Commander Virion responded, smiling amiably as he squeezed 
Elder Camus’s shoulder. 
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“What are you apologizing for?” Elder Buhnd asked. “Don’t tell me you’re 
going to cut our play—training time short! I was just about to go next!” 
“Actually, Princess Kathyln was scheduled to go next,’ Miss Emeria 
corrected. 

Master Varay approached me casually, tenderly picking out a piece of debris 
that had become lodged in my hair. “It’s been a while, Kathyln. You’ve 
gotten stronger.” 

Blushing, I quickly combed my fingers through my hair, trying to tidy my 
unkempt appearance. “Thank you, Master. I’ve been growing in strength 
while training alongside the elders and General Arthur.” 

She nodded before shifting her gaze behind me. I looked back to see Arthur 
pulling Hester back up on her feet. I could make out Arthur’s lips moving but 
it was impossible to hear what he was saying. 


9 


“T just arrived from a mission and have some rare free time,” she began, 
unclipping the fur-lined cloak from her shoulders. 

The rich midnight-blue cloth fell to the ground, revealing her signature battle 
attire, a minimal navy armor with gold accents that looked like a gift from the 
asuras when she wore it. 

I stepped out of the way and let her pass, already knowing what she was 
going to ask. 

“At least the show’s going to be entertaining,’ Elder Buhnd grumbled as 
conjured a stone chair and sat down. 

“Umm, General Varay, I’m not sure the artifact has enough fuel to withstand 
a duel of this caliber,” Emily said, raising a shaky hand. 

Without breaking stride, Master Varay locked eyes with Arthur. Even in his 
disheveled and worn-out state, his eyes gleamed as his mouth curved into a 
smile. 

“Bairon. Help Miss Watsken fuel up her artifact for my little skirmish against 
our newest Lance.” 
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BEAUTY IN MAGIC 


I wATCHED as Arthur and my master faced each other, just a dozen feet apart. 
Their presences collided terrifyingly, submerging the room in a heavy shroud 
as they waited. 

Finally, Miss Watsken’s strained voice croaked from behind us as if she was 
already regretting what she was about to say. “Th-The barrier is ready... I 
think.” 

Her voice was soft, but Master and Arthur must’ve heard because their auras 
thickened around them. A shimmering veil of bluish silver surrounded my 
master—unlike Arthur’s aura, which was a myriad of different hues, no doubt 
because of his multiple affinities. 

Commander Virion, along with the elders and even General Bairon, watched 
in silence, each of them afraid to blink in case they missed anything. I could 
sympathize with them—I was standing as close as I could without 
endangering myself. 

Just the mere sight of them was awe-inspiring. I felt a sense of pride watching 
my master and the presence she had even in a room filled with masters of 
magic. I had no doubt that, regardless of the many sparring sessions I could 
provide for Arthur, training just once with Master Varay was more valuable 
for him. 

Suddenly, my master’s body flickered and disappeared. Arthur reacted 
instantly, his form flashing away just in time to dodge her first strike. 
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Where her frozen lance pierced the ground, ice formed and spread. 

Arthur seemed to want to test his own ice magic against her, because he 
responded by hurling a shockwave of frost. 

With a flick of her wrist, Master Varay dispersed the shockwave, using 
Arthur’s frost to fuel her own magic. The white mist swirled, forming a 
dozen spears of ice around her. She clutched her fist and the ice spears 
responded to her call, shooting towards her opponent. 

As impressive as Master Varay’s control over ice was, Arthur’s speed in 
dodging her barrage was even more splendid. His body seemed to have split 
and multiplied from the afterimages. I had heard that he was able to go even 
faster, but his body wasn’t able to handle the stress. 

Someone beside me clicked their tongue. I turned to see Buhnd wearing an 
expression of frustration. “I see the young General was holding back on us.” 
“Arthur has a tendency to hold back with anyone he even suspects is weaker 
than him. Against Varay, he can go at full strength,” Commander Virion said, 
his arms crossed. 

“Why isn’t he using that form of his? Realmheart, I think he called it,” Hester 
asked, her face still strained after her duel against Arthur. 

“T think it’s so he can enjoy the fight longer,” a light voice answered. “It’s not 
everyday you see my brother look so happy.” 

Arthur’s little sister was watching from atop her bond as if in a trance. She 
had the same gaze I often saw on Arthur when he was truly focused on 
something. They really did resemble one another. 

A loud crash drew my attention back to the battle. Where there had once been 
only a dirt field was now a snowy expanse. Master Varay, who had just 
blocked an attack from Arthur, waved her arm and manipulated the snow 
around her. A vortex of frost swirled to life, forming a spiraling serpent. 
Elder Buhnd whistled in appreciation as all eyes followed Master’s creation. 
A snowy frost formed the long body of the dragon, and its jagged claws and 
fangs were made of ice. 
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The ice dragon opened its maw at Arthur, who readied himself. Brilliant blue 
flames coiled around his arms, melting the snow in a circle around him as his 
gaze remained locked on the mighty dragon. 

“Smart move, giving up on playing to her strengths,” Hester praised. 

Arthur lowered his stance, digging his back legs into the ground for support 
before he unleashed his fiery attack. 

The coiling vines of blue fire around his arms conjoined before erupting into 
a devastating blast at the frost dragon. 

Their two opposing spells crashed, enveloping them in an expanding sphere 
of steam and debris. 

“Careful!” Elder Camus grunted, conjuring a barrier of wind around the 
spectators. 

We all braced ourselves for the shockwave that ripped through the room 
following the collision. The ground trembled and cracked, and pieces of rock 
and ice bombarded the protective spell around us. 

As the cloud of steam and dust faded, I could see two figures in the air. 
Master Varay was flying, with two dozen frost spheres the size of her fists 
circling around her. Arthur was slowly descending, using wind magic to stay 
somewhat afloat. 

With a wave of his arms, Arthur unleashed a torrent of wind blades at Master 
Varay. However, before the crescents reached her, they seemed to slow and 
fall off course. 

“Air pressure drops when the air cools,” Arthur noted. “Don’t I feel stupid for 
that last attack.” 

“Admitting your shortcomings is a_ step forward,” Master Varay 
acknowledged with the slightest hint of a smile on her face. 

With a flick of her wrist, the spheres of frost launched toward Arthur—but 
not directly at him. 

Arthur seemed to sense the danger they posed because he immediately 
covered himself in a whirlwind of blue fire. 
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“He’s utilizing both fire and wind to amplify the power of his spell,” Hester 
remarked. 

Just as the spheres of frost were about to explode, Arthur unleashed his fiery 
tempest. The blue fire roared to life, engulfing Master Varay’s spell. 

The swirling gale of fire remained, hiding Arthur within. I expected the blue 
flames to soon dissipate, but instead the embers swirled as if being sucked in. 

That’s when I saw it. 

The flames had converged, coating Arthur’s giant spear of lightning in a layer 
of blue fire. 

“Not bad,” General Bairon admitted, his gaze locked on the fearsome spear of 
fire and lightning. 

“It would’ve been good if he could manipulate metal for the base of his 
attack,” Elder Buhnd muttered. 

As Arthur slowly descended in the air, he hurled his spell. Just as he released 
the fire and lightning spear, a gust of wind swirled around him and his attack. 
The spear ripped through the sky, accelerating rapidly from the wind he had 
added at the last minute. 

Elder Camus nodded in approval. “Using wind as a supportive spell.” 

Master Varay was obviously wary of the strength of Arthur’s spell, because 
she conjured protective barriers made of multiple layers of ice. 

Unfortunately for her, Arthur seemed to have predicted this because the layer 
of fire surrounding the spear of lightning melted through every layer of 
protection she had conjured. 

Most of the people present seemed to be anxious about whether she would be 
able to block Arthur’s attack, but I knew better. While I wanted to root for 
Arthur, I knew he wasn’t the only one holding back. 

The elemental spear exploded upon contact with Master Varay’s body, 
throwing her back in the air with her form engulfed in fire and lightning. 
Arthur landed on the ground, his body slumped forward, his breathing heavy. 

“So she used that form,” General Bairon said, eyes wide and tone 
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appreciative. 

Arthur’s sister and the others, who didn’t know what he was talking about, 
looked at him in confusion, but I was already expecting it. I had learned that 
form from her, after all. 

“T suggest you take it up a step as well, General Arthur,” Master Varay said, 
her form now visible. 

It was the form Arthur had referred to as an “ice ninja,” but a few stages 
higher. Master was now completely clad in frost, as if her very body was 
carved out of ice. Every strand of hair looked like a crystalline thread, and her 
eyes glowed a bright blue. 

Though Arthur’s expression was appreciative as he looked over Master 
Varay’s form, his tone was lighthearted as he spoke. “I suppose it is time to 
bring this to a close.” 

He closed his eyes and took a breath. That casual action seemed to change the 
entire atmosphere in the room. My master’s form exuded a presence of awe, 
but Arthur was distorting the very space around him. 

I had seen this form before, yet it still made shivers run down my spine. 
Arthur opened his eyes, his irises now a magnificent lavender hue and his 
long auburn hair a brilliant white. That wasn’t all, though. Arthur was 
muttering something under his breath. Soon after, a surge of black lightning 
enveloped his body. 

“Oh... Oh my,” Miss Watsken muttered. “G-General Bairon. Would you 
mind charging more of your mana into the artifact?” 

“Good idea,” Hester agreed. “We’ll help out as well. Buhnd, you should 
make a bunker around us.” 

The earth around beneath sank a few feet so that we all had to stand to see the 
fight. In the distance were two distinct figures. One looked like a translucent 
statue carved by a master sculptor, while the other seemed like a mighty deity 
in human form. 

“So. Do you think you can beat Arthur in a fight?” Commander Virion 
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casually asked General Bairon. 

The Lance remained silent while he imbued the crystal on Emily’s panel with 
mana, his stern gaze focused on Master Varay and Arthur. 

I turned my attention back to them as well, just in time to hear a series of 
pops in the space between them. 

“What’s happening?” Arthur’s sister asked, squinting her eyes. 

I’m not sure either, I thought. 

“General Arthur is spellcasting, but for some reason, it’s not visible,” Miss 
Emeria explained, sounding confused as well. 

“The boy is countering Varay’s spells before they even manifest,” General 
Bairon answered, gnashing his teeth. 

“How is that possible?” Hester asked. 

“It has something to do with that form,’ Commander Virion replied, his sharp 
eyes wide in amazement. 

The ‘pop’ sounds were the mana colliding and cancelling each other out, I 
realized. 

Arthur’s form blurred and disappeared, only to reappear behind Master 
Varay, his leg high in the air. He struck, and a shockwave of mana and 
electricity ripped out, but was immediately met with a blast of icy frost. 
Master Varay responded by swinging her arm. Arthur parried with a hand, 
but the ground beneath them shattered from the force. 

They were now engaging in melee combat. Every time Master Varay tried to 
form a spell, it dissipated immediately. 

Still, she seemed to be holding her own against Arthur. She had formed a 
crystalline sword in each hand; Arthur had one as well, though his was a little 
thinner. 

Their ice swords chipped with each block, strike and parry, the broken 
remnants sparkling in the reflection of the room’s lights. Both of them had 
formed their weapons from ice, yet only Arthur’s conjured sword seemed to 
break—Master Varay’s swords remained strong. 
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Despite this disadvantage, however, I could tell that, in such close combat, 
Arthur had the upper hand. His movements—the ones I could see—were 
fluid yet unpredictable. Each slash and stab connected, flowing into one 
neverending combination of attacks—and he did this all while forming a new 
sword of ice every time his previous weapon broke. Even with my untrained 
eyes, I could tell that each of his attacks had meaning, like he was slowly 
guiding my master in an elegant dance. 

What enraptured me most, however, wasn’t his stunning swordplay, but his 
expression. He was smiling—practically beaming. 

Ah, he is having fun, | thought, my mind wandering as I tried to remember 
the last time I had considered magic fun. 

Unable to recall a particular instance, I concentrated on the fight. /t’s rare for 
Master to exhibit so much of her ability. I need to take notes. 

Arthur was fighting straightforwardly, while Master attempted to incorporate 
long-ranged attacks while simultaneously striking at Arthur. However, 
because of his ability to seemingly counter every spell, she was left with only 
close-range combat. 

“Oy, Camus. Want to bet? I think the young general is going to win this one,” 
Elder Buhnd muttered, his eyes locked on the battle. 

“It’s hard to gauge who has the upper hand,” Elder Camus responded, not 
answering his companion’s actual question. “General Arthur’s speed and 
reflexes are several steps above General Varay’s, but General Varay’s 
defense seems to allow for more error.” 

“IT agree,” Hester added. “Most of General Arthur’s strikes can’t penetrate 
that ice-clad form of hers, and she seems to have the flexibility of 
manipulating that armor into whatever shape or weapon she wants.” 
“Incredible. General Arthur’s mana flow speed is constantly accelerating,” 
Miss Emeria breathed, shifting her gaze between her notepad and Arthur. 

“So do you want to bet or not?” Elder Buhnd grumbled. 

“T will wager on General Varay,” Hester said. 
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“General Arthur for me,” Elder Camus replied. 
“Varay for me,” General Bairon said. 
Commander Virion only chuckled. “Let’s see who wins.” 
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OFFENSIVE MINDSET 


ARTHUR LEYWIN 

Looking up, I locked eyes with Varay as she returned to her normal form, the 
ice that enveloped her slowly thawing. 

“Good duel, General Arthur,” Varay said, extending a hand. 

I grabbed her arm and allowed her to pull me up to my feet. “As expected, 
there’s still a gap between us.” 

“If you were able to hold that form for an extended period of time, there’s a 
chance you could’ve overpowered me,” Varay admitted. 

“T consider that form a borrowed power, not my own,” I said, patting the dust 
from my clothes. “I thought I had mastered ice to a large extent, but seeing 
you today makes me doubt myself.” 

Varay revealed just the faintest glimmer of a smile before heading toward 
where my sister and the rest of our audience watched. 

As soon as we made it back to the group, the elders, Bairon and Virion—who 
had been exchanging gold coins for some reason—eagerly began bombarding 
me with suggestions and tips on what I had done wrong in my sparring 
session with Varay. 

“Your fire spells are strong, but you expended an unnecessary amount of 
mana with each of them,” Hester began. 

“That’s right,” Buhnd chimed in. “And there were many instances where 
utilizing your earth magic would’ve been more beneficial, yet you chose to 
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revert back to your comfortable affinities.” 

My head spun as I tried to make eye contact with everyone who was talking 
to me. Then Alanis spoke up. “Elders. I believe it’d be most beneficial for 
General Arthur if we spoke one at a time and in a more controlled setting.” 

“T agree,” Virion added. “Let’s gather around and examine what our young 
general did wrong.” 

With that, I found myself on a stone chair, graciously erected by Buhnd, 
sitting in a circle like a child and his classmates for a group activity. But my 
‘classmates’ were perhaps some of the most powerful and influential figures 
on this entire continent. 

Ellie and Boo joined us in the circle, but remained silent. Everyone else 
began pointing out specific instances of things I could have done better in my 
last fight. 

“Using wind to bolster your spells was a good idea, but your application of it 
was surface level,” Camus explained. “For example, instead of using the 
wind to push the lightning spear, why not integrate it around the entire spell 
itself? That way, you’d create a spinning force to strengthen its piercing 
power without using that much more mana.” 

I was mulling over the elven elder’s analysis when another voice spoke up. It 
was Bairon. 

“Because of the element’s very nature, shaping lightning is much harder than 
shaping fire. A more efficient attack would’ve been molding the fire into a 
piercing shape and coating it with lightning,” he said sternly. 

“Thanks... for the advice,” I said, surprised by his help. I understood that we 
were on the same side and all, but I was still the one who had brutally killed 
his brother. 

Lucas deserved every ounce of what I had done to him and more, of course, 
but that didn’t stop Bairon from taking my actions against his relative 
personally. 

“Allow me to give just one insight,” Varay said. “Your control over ice is 
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good, but as your opponent, it was clear that your ice magic merely served as 
a distraction. I’m sure Princess Kathyln saw this as well.” 

The princess nodded. “Besides the spell Absolute Zero, most of his ice 
manipulation serves to divert his foe’s attention from his more powerful 
lightning spells.” 

Have I become that predictable? 

As if answering my thought, Varay added, “Your speed and spell chaining 
make up for this slight shortcoming, but I suspect that—in a prolonged battle 
—this would lead to your defeat.” 

“T’ll keep your advice in mind. Thank you.” I shifted my gaze to Kathyln and 
added, “Both of you.” 

Virion seized this opportunity, rising from his stone seat and clasping his 
hands. “Well, I apologize for our little interruption. Carry on with the 
training, Arthur. My expectations for your growth are high, especially since 
you’ re taking time off from the battlefield.” 

The commander shot me a wink before heading for the entrance with his 
hands behind his back. The two Lances followed close on either side of him 
and I watched their figures until the large doors closed behind them. 

“That was exhausting,” Emily said, letting out a deep breath. 

“Being in a room with two Lances and Commander Virion really leaves no 
room to breathe,” my sister added, falling forward on top of Boo’s furry 
back. 

“Three Lances,” I corrected. “Your brother’s a Lance too, you know.” 

“Well, you’re my brother first.” She dismissed me with a wave of her hand. 

I got up from my seat and stretched my sore limbs. “I’ll take that as a 
compliment.” 

“Is training done for today?” Kathyln asked, keeping her eyes downcast. 
Emily walked over to the panel, carefully reading one of the gauges. “Well, 
there’s still a lot of mana stored in here from earlier if you want to continue 
training.” 
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“Sounds like a plan!” Buhnd exclaimed, shooting up from his seat. “I’m 
itching to stretch my body after watching that fight. You down for a little 
match, Princess?” 

Kathyln eagerly nodded and followed the dwarven elder to the other end of 
the training ground. 

“T think Pll head on up,” my sister said, mid-yawn. 

“Do you want me to walk you to your room?” I asked. 

Ellie shook her head, patting Boo’s thick body. “That’s what I have Boo for.” 
I nodded, shooting her a smile. “Good night.” 

With her eyes half-closed, she gave me a weak salute. “Good night, elders. 
Good night, Emily. Good night, Miss Emeria. And good night, Lance 
Arthur.” 

I scoffed. “Cheeky girl.” 

My sister batted her eyes innocently before trotting out of the room, leaving 
only Emily, Alanis, and the two remaining elders. 

“Your sister is very different from you, General Arthur,” Alanis commented. 
I couldn’t help but smile. “She definitely takes more after our father.” 

“And you more closely resemble your mother?” the elven assistant asked, her 
eyes fixed on Kathyln’s and Buhnd’s figures. 

I watched the two of them as well as they adjusted their dueling equipment 
before beginning their spar. “I’m not sure. I’d like to think I’m a mixture of 
both.” 

“Who else would you resemble if not either of them?” Hester asked. 

I simply shrugged, unable to form a better response. Then I heard a yawn 
from behind us. 

Looking back over my shoulder, I could see Emily’s head bobbing as she 
struggled to stay awake. 

“Emily,” I called, startling the artificer. 

Emily fumbled with the dials on her panel as if she had been working. “I’m 
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not sleeping 
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“No one said you were,” I said. “But maybe you should get some rest.” 
“General Arthur is right,” Alanis said. “I have the basic knowledge of how to 
operate the device from watching you.” 

The artificer yawned widely, adjusting her glasses. “Thank you, but it’s okay. 
I need to collect more data and compare the fpu from General Varay and 
Arthur’s last battle.” 

“Speaking of that, you haven’t really given us any of the data from my 
training sessions with the elders over the past few days,” I said. 

“I’ve been wondering about that as well,’ Camus added, turning his gaze 
from Kathyln and Buhnd’s duel. “I’m curious to see how my spells measure.” 
“Yes, of course. However, the numbers won’t really have any meaning to 
them out of context,” Emily explained. “I currently have a few assistants in 
several academies testing out lower end versions of this artifact. They’re 
getting recordings from their students so we can gather a wide enough 
spectrum to have a reference.” 

“Ah, so the fpu was intended more to be used to compare amongst other 
mages?” I asked. 

The artificer nodded excitedly. “Exactly! I can, however, compare the fpu 
readings between the mages present here. But I'd be more confident in the 
overall measurements if we had more data.” 

Camus’s lips curved into a smile, his eyes hidden behind silvery-blond bangs. 
“T wonder which of us oldies is the strongest.” 

The two elders soon fell into arguing about who they thought was strongest, 
while I returned my gaze to Kathyln and Buhnd. 

The duel was drawing to a close. Kathyln was almost completely out of 
breath while Buhnd had barely broken a sweat. Spikes of ice and earth 
surrounded them and small craters littered the ground, but neither had taken 
any visible wounds besides fatigue. When the princess finally dipped her 
head in a bow, the duel was over. 

“Are you up for a little stretch with this old elf?” Camus suddenly asked, 
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turning to me. “I want to show you something.” 

My mana pool was almost completely depleted and my limbs ached, but the 
elder had piqued my interest. “Sure. Only if Hester doesn’t mind.” 

“Don’t mind me,” Kathyln’s guardian said dismissively. “I'll stay here and 
judge you both from afar.” 

The two of us passed Buhnd and Kathyln on our way to the other end of the 
training room. I stuck my hand out to the princess, expecting a high-five. 
Instead, all I got was a confused gaze before she shyly clasped my hand 
between her hands. 

I suppressed a laugh, scolding myself for expecting a princess to know such a 
casual greeting. 

“Are you two done?” Camus asked, eyeing me curiously. 

Kathyln, who I now realized was still holding onto my hand, quickly let go 
and scurried off. 

Camus and I positioned ourselves a few feet apart. I tightened the bands 
around my limbs and readied myself to begin. 

Camus lowered his stance, holding an open palm out toward me. “Before we 
start, | want you to throw a punch at me, right here.” 

“What?” 

“A punch, right here in this palm that I have so helpfully held out.” 

“Just a punch?” I asked, confused. 

“An augmented punch, one that you would throw at your enemies.” He 
spread his legs a bit wider. “Come on, I’m ready.” 

“Okay.” I shrugged, then covered the few feet of ground between us. Planting 
my foot just below his extended arm, I turned my hips, waist, shoulder and 
arm in one fluid motion. Mana coursed up, flowing in conjunction with the 
punch to produce a concise, explosive effect without wasting a drop of mana. 

Just before my fist hit Camus’s palm, however, it suddenly felt like I was 
trying to force my fist through a thick layer of tar. I could see my own fist 
slowing until it fell gently into Camus’s open hand, barely making a noise. 
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The old elf grabbed my fist and bobbed it as if we were shaking hands. 
“Hello.” 

I snatched my hand out of his grasp. “What the hell was that?” 

“You’re a smart lad; figure it out,” the elder answered. 

Gazing down at my unharmed fist, I went through what had just happened. 
After my initial surprise died down, it was fairly easy to deduce that he had 
somehow used wind to cushion my punch—but I had barely felt any mana 
fluctuations surrounding his hand. 

“Figured it out yet?” Camus asked. 

My brows furrowed in thought. “You somehow you used wind to slow my 
punch.” 

“A tad broad for an answer, don’t you think?” The elder said, clearly 
enjoying my confusion. “I had an inkling during these past few days but your 
duel with General Varay was what made me sure.” 

“Can we try that again?” I asked, taking a step back. 

He held up his palm again. “Sure.” 

I punched him again, with the same effect. I punched him once more, not able 
to grasp exactly how he was using wind to achieve this effect. 

“One more time,” I said, frustration seeping into my voice. 

Basic mana theory stated that when like elements collided, they weakened 
each other or canceled each other completely based on mana output. Utilizing 
the theory that I had learned from one of the many books I had read as a 
child, I augmented my fist with wind attribute mana. 

I restrained my mana output since dispersing Camus’s technique wasn’t my 
goal. As I punched again, this time I felt it. The air pressure. 

My fist struck firmly, sounding a solid smack that made the elf take a step 
back. 

He rubbed his injured hand. “You caught on quick.” 

“You used air pressure!” I beamed excitedly. “You created a vacuum around 
me and raised the air pressure in your palm to slow down my fist.” 
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The elder tilted his head. “You use strange terms, but it sounds like you got 
the gist of it.” 

“That’s brilliant! How did you think of doing that?” I asked, unable to 
contain my excitement. 

The scientific progress in this world was miles behind where I had come 
from. However, Camus had figured out how to utilize an advanced principle 
of air pressure—not just on himself, but on his opponent as well—to create a 
powerful effect. 

Why didn’t I think of that? 1 asked myself. I had the knowledge within me, 
yet I had failed to apply it to such an important aspect of this world. 

Camus’s voice snapped me back to reality. “You’re probably wondering 
‘Why didn’t I think of that,’ right?” 

I looked up. “Yes, in fact.” 

“It’s what I suspected early on,” Camus answered. “Hester, Buhnd, the 
princess, and I are all here because you wished to immerse yourself in all 
elements in hopes of picking up little bits of how we utilize our magic so you 
can incorporate it into your own style, right?” 

“Basically,” I agreed. 

The elder’s voice grew sharp. “Well, the problem lies in the fact that your 
‘style’ 1s so skewed toward offense, you never even think to use the myriad 
of elements that you have at your disposal in defensive measures, aside from 
the blatantly obvious way of raising a wall. 

“You’ve only thought of wind in the form of either a blade or a tornado. You 
think of earth as a spike or a wall, yet truly mastering these elemental 
affinities means knowing the subtleties of their nature, which might not 
always be visible or geared toward killing your enemy,” Camus chided me, 
his usual sardonic demeanor gone. “I saw you studying those marks on the 
ground during Buhnd’s duel with the princess. Do you know what they’re 
from?” 

The obvious answer would’ve been craters from an attack, but I knew that 
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wasn’t it so I shook my head. “No, I don’t.” 

“Masters in earth magic can redirect the force of an opponent’s attack into the 
ground below them. Doing so accurately can negate nearly all of an attacker’s 
physical assault.” 

I stood there, unable to form a response. 

Camus patted me on the shoulder.“You’re technically in a higher position 
than me so I suppose it’s rude for me to lecture, but let me just say this. Your 
utilization of the elements is good—great, in fact. However, you constantly 
choose to shape your spells and attacks around either hurting your opponent 
or enhancing yourself to dodge your opponent, and while that may be good 
for one-on-one duels, the battles you’ll face won’t always be like that. The 
time you have here 1s short, so let’s make it count.” 

I realized it had been a while since I had been lectured like that. It left a sour 
taste in my mouth and it was humbling, but I knew he was right. 

Camus held out a hand and smiled. 

“You’re right. Thank you, Camus.” I returned the gesture, clasping his hand. 
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188 





DRAGON STEPS 


“YOU GOTTA DO BETTER than that, young general,” Buhnd grinned, wagging 
his finger. 

Infusing fire into the mini gales of wind in my palms, I prepared to try and hit 
the dwarven elder once more. Then a barrage of wind orbs hailed down from 
above. 

With a click of my tongue, I ignored Buhnd’s provocation and focused my 
attention on Camus’s assault. I easily dodged the orbs of wind—until the 
ground beneath my feet rose and stiffened around my leg, immobilizing me. 
One of the wind orbs nicked me in the shoulder, but it felt like I had been hit 
by a cannonball. 

I fought the need to curse and just gritted my teeth against the pain. 

That’s how you want to play? 

My initial reaction was to raise up a wall of earth or ice in hopes of blocking 
Camus’s barrage, but over the past few days, I’d been constantly trying to 
come up with better ways to handle certain situations. 

This often meant running through various scenarios and trying to think of 
multiple ways around them, taking into account the cost of mana and my 
physical stamina. 

The orbs of wind felt almost solid, but they were actually whirlwinds packed 
into a sphere. I abandoned my usual response—erecting a solid wall in hopes 
of deterring the wind spell—instead enveloping my arms in condensed gales 
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of wind. 

Rather than trying to block the attack, I used my wind gauntlets to redirect 
the orbs. As I expected, the clash of winds propelled Camus’s spheres in 
different directions. 

“You both are going to have to do better than that,” I taunted. Then, with 
another thought, I aimed the gauntlets down at the stone cast trapping my 
legs to the ground. 

“Interesting concept,” Camus said approvingly from where he floated above 
me in a swirl of wind. 

“That cockiness will be the death of you,” Buhnd added with an eager smile. 
The old dwarf began running toward me. Chunks of earth began congregating 
around him, forming an armor of stone mid-charge. Meanwhile, Camus kept 
his distance, preparing another spell. 

I expected another barrage of wind from the elf, but instead a gale formed 
right behind the dwarf, abruptly accelerating his charge so that his stone fist 
was in range before I could blink. 

Buhnd was fast, but I still had time to react—or so I thought. 

When I raised my arm to block his augmented fist, I was met with resistance. 
The familiar sensation of my body being submerged in a viscous liquid 
washed over me once more. 

While accelerating Buhnd’s movement, Camus was also increasing the air 
pressure around me to slow me down. 

Before I could break free of his spell, my face was met with the loving touch 
of Buhnd’s giant stone fist. 

My vision flashed black for a split second and I found myself on the ground, 
Buhnd’s stone-clad form just a few feet away. 

Ignoring the high-pitched ringing in my ear, I forced myself to focus. The 
gears in my mind whirred into overdrive and I found myself thinking about 
the crevices that formed in the ground whenever Buhnd sparred. Every time 
he was met with a physical attack, a crater formed beneath his feet as if a 
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meteor had struck the earth. 

At first, I thought it was the force of the spells that caused the ground to cave 
below Buhnd, but now I knew it wasn’t as simple as that. 

“Try to block this!” Buhnd exclaimed, raising a rock arm in the air. The stone 
that made up the thick armored fist shifted and convulsed as if coming to life. 
Buhnd’s stone-clad arm changed shape as I watched, forming a giant hammer 
twice his size. 

A rush of wind coated the hammer as it was about to drive down into me. 

If that hits me, I’m done for sure. 

The memories of the craters Buhnd had formed continued to flash in my 
mind—then suddenly it clicked. 

Still lying on the ground, I raised a hand directly in the path of the giant 
hammer. I augmented my body but not in the protective way I normally did. 
Instead, I envisioned a tunnel-like path of earthen mana both inside and 
outside of my body. 

I spotted a trace of hesitation on Buhnd’s face, but there was no way for him 
to stop his attack now that it was just inches away from me. 

If this doesn’t work, I’m going to be in a lot of pain, | thought. 

The hammer struck my palm and I could feel my whole body protest. 
Normally, if I attempted to block an attack that strong with just a hand, my 
arm would’ve shattered, but instead, the ground below me took the force. 

I found myself in the epicenter of a crater the size of my room with my hand 
still stretched out. My arm, shoulder, ribs, and back felt sore, but I had 
succeeded. 

Still wearing his armor of stone, Buhnd looked down at me in disbelief—then 
a smile crept across his bearded face. “You’re a bit scary, General.” 

I stifled a laugh and attempted to get up. A surge of pain rushed through me. 

I lied. It wasn’t just a few parts of me that felt sore—it was every fiber of my 
body. 

“Oww,” I croaked, finally succeeding in sitting up. 
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Buhnd dispersed his earthen armor and stuck out a burly hand. “It hurts, 
doesn’t it?” 

“Very much,” I admitted. “You made it look like nothing.” 

“Well, I have better control over that technique than you do, and I wouldn’t 
be stupid enough to try and divert the force of an attack that strong in the first 
place,” the dwarf replied. He tried to drape my arm over his shoulder, but my 
legs dragged awkwardly on the ground due to our difference in height. 

“Here, let me help,” Camus said as he floated down to the ground. An updraft 
lifted me to my feet as Camus dipped his head below my other arm. 

“T was going to carry the boy like the princess he 1s.” Buhnd gave me a wink. 
Rolling my eyes, I leaned on Camus. “Leave me with some dignity.” 

“You took a risk, but I’m guessing it was worth it?” Camus scoffed, his eyes 
still hidden behind his bangs. 

“For now, yes—but we’ll see how I feel about it tomorrow morning,” I 
groaned, limping alongside the elf. 

My sister came running up to me, her gaze laced with concern. “Are you 
okay? I mean, I know you’re strong and all but that was a big crater you just 
made.” 

Close behind my sister, Emily adjusted her glasses as she peered out at the 
sparring zone. “Luckily the crater didn’t reach the disks underground.” 
“Thanks for your concern, Ellie.” I smiled wearily before turning my gaze to 
my assistant close behind her. “I should be fine... right, Alanis?” 

Her eyes shifted into their multicolored hue for a second, then back to their 
original colors. “The shock disrupted your mana flow, which is the cause of 
your internal pains. I suggest you get some rest, General Arthur.” 

“Good idea,” Buhnd agreed. “I remember my first attempts at trying the force 
diversion spell. You’re lucky to have gotten away with just some soreness.” 
“Lucky or skilled,” my sister pointed out smugly. 

Buhnd laughed. “Yes. Or skilled.” 

“Hester and Princess Kathyln are away visiting Prince Curtis at Lanceler 
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Academy anyway, so no harm in cutting practice short today,” Camus 
mentioned, carefully setting me down. 

“Ooh, I can just imagine all those would-be knights, glistening with sweat, 
eyes trailing our princess wherever she goes...” Emily trailed off. “I 
should’ve gone with her.” 

My sister nodded wistfully. “Me too. My friend says the guys there are good 
looking... and toned.” 

“Eleanor! You’re only twelve!” I sputtered. 

“Don’t ‘Eleanor’ me! I’m a curious lady isolated from the world because of 
my distinguished upbringing resulting from being the cherished sister of this 
continent’s youngest Lance!” she said, wiping away a nonexistent tear. 

Emily fell into a fit of laughter, and even Alanis looked amused as I stared at 
my sister. 

“Don’t be so overprotective of her. I had my first wife when I was your 
sister’s age,” Buhnd said with a snort. 

“Well, humans and dwarves have different societal standards for these kinds 
of things,” I protested. 

“Ooh, you’re being racist, Brother.” My sister shook her head disapprovingly 
and Buhnd clutched at his heart in mock despair. Meanwhile, Camus and 
Alanis looked amused, but neither seemed to have any intention of backing 
me up. 

I clicked my tongue. “Well, Lady Eleanor, I’m sure the boys will be flocking 
to you knowing that your brother can wipe them off the face of the continent 
with a flick of his finger if he chooses.” 

Ellie’s face paled as she gasped. “You wouldn’t.” 

Satisfied with her reaction, I simply shrugged, letting her imagination take 
over. Then I made my way to the edge of the training room. 

I took a seat against the cold wall, watching Emily and my sister pack some 
of the training equipment while Buhnd talked to Alanis. 

Camus sat beside me. “Your sister is quite the character.” 
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“Yeah,” I chuckled. “She’s always had a strong personality.” 

“You must be worried about her with the war going on.” 

“She and my parents are a big part of why I’m a part of this war,” I answered, 
watching my sister and Emily laughing as they talked. 

“Understandable,” Camus said. “Protecting your loved ones is the biggest 
motivator for soldiers out in battle, but it’s also the loss of the ones you want 
to protect that often causes soldiers to lose sight of their cause.” 

“It sounds like you speak from experience,” I said seriously, turning my gaze 
to him. 

“An old story for another time, but yes. It’s the reason I remained in 
seclusion for so long.” 

I blinked. “But Virion mentioned you’ re the head of a unit now.” 

“An empty title. After I lost my wife and my vision during the last war, I had 
no intention of ever fighting again,” he muttered. “Before this, I just gave my 
input to the acting head.” 

“Wait. Your vision?” I asked, my brows furrowed in confusion. 

Camus lifted his silver-blond bangs to reveal two closed eyes, a jagged scar 
running through both lids. 

“Hold on. You’re telling me you haven’t been able to see this entire time?” I 
blurted, unable to take my gaze off of him. 

“Surprised?” the elf smirked, letting his bangs fall back over his face. 

“Of course I’m surprised. We’ve been training together for weeks and not 
once did I suspect anything. I mean, even aside from your combat prowess, 
none of your mannerisms ever gave away the fact that you can’t see.” 

“T can still see,” he corrected. “Seeing with your eyes is such a plebian 
practice when your control over wind allows you to sense even the smallest 
change around you.” 

I stared in amazement, entirely taken aback. After a moment of silence, I 
asked, “Is that what you’ve been working on since retiring?” 

“It definitely took a large part of my time,” he said. 
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“T bet.” I nodded, then wondered if he could tell what I was doing. 

“At my level, sensing the movement of the air from your nodding is easy,” he 
said, as if reading my mind. “But I can’t see the details of facial expressions, 
which is probably why I can come off as rude or crass—or so I’ve been told.” 
“I see—no pun intended,” I quickly corrected myself. 

“Don’t worry about it. I came to terms with it fairly quickly,” he said, 
dismissing my concerns. 

I hesitated. “Do you... ever miss it?” Of course he’d miss it, you dolt. Who 
wouldn’t miss having one of their senses? 

“At times,” he said mildly. “But at the same time, the last thing I ever saw 
with my eyes was my wife. That fact allows me to keep her intact inside me.” 
Do not cry, Arthur. Do not cry. 

“That’s sad but... sweet,” I managed, struggling to keep my voice from 
trembling. “I’d love to hear your story sometime.” 

“You’re young, General Arthur. Nothing good comes out of hearing tragic 
stories when there’s a whole war ahead of you,” Camus replied, clearing his 
throat. “Now off you go. Get some rest and come back tomorrow with a clear 
head.” 

I carefully got to my feet. “Okay. I'll see you tomorrow, then.” 

Camus waved directly at me, giving no sign that his vision was impaired. 
“And if I catch so much as a whiff of you thinking about going easy on me 
now that you know, I will knock you down so hard—” 

“Don’t worry,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m actually a little more scared of 
you now.” 

The elf’s lips curved into a contented smile. “Good.” 

My sister and her bond followed Alanis and Emily to the artificer’s work 
station at the castle, saying her bow needed some repairs and fine tuning. 
Alanis had been taking extensive notes on a daily basis during the training, 
but had refused to share them with me. She said that the training was going 
the way she had intended, and any information she shared with me might 
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derail my training at this point. She promised to reveal her findings on my 
mana flow growth next week, after more data from Emily’s artifacts has been 
gathered. 

Walking down the empty halls in the dead of night these last days had been a 
time for my own thoughts to wander. I thought a lot about the memories from 
my past life that had been resurfacing, which made me think more deeply 
about the even bigger question: What was I doing in this world? 

My skeptical self refused to believe that it was all a coincidence, but I had 
nowhere near enough information to find out how I had come to this world or 
dimension. 

I knew that the asuras—mainly Lord Indrath—knew more about me than he 
had shared, but I’d never get any sort of answers from him without offering 
something in return. I had some hope that if Dicathen came out of this war 
victorious, Lord Indrath would be more inclined to share some insights about 
me, but that was only a hope. A surer way to get some answers—and also the 
reason I had refused to accept the artifact given to Lances—was by 
surpassing the white core stage and unlocking more of the message Sylvia 
had left for me after we’d parted ways. 

Hopefully, extracting the mana from Uto’s horn will lead to a breakthrough 
into the white core stage, | thought, though I had my doubts. Sylvie had been 
in a near-comatose state while she hungrily extracted the mana from her horn. 
I had been worried about her at first, but I could feel the relaxed state of her 
mind through our mental transmissions. 

When I unlocked and opened the door to my room, however, I found myself 
questioning that line of thought. 

Sylvie—or rather, her silhouette—was glowing with an obsidian light. What 
shocked me, though, was that her form was shifting erratically. Her wings 
grew and shrank suddenly, and her tail convulsed before contracting. Sylvie’s 
small limbs elongated and her paws stretched out into something that vaguely 
resembled a... hand. 
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“S-Sylvie?” I muttered, unsure whether I should try and hold her or keep 
some distance. 

After what seemed like an hour, the erratic changes in my bond’s body 
slowed down and she gradually shifted back to her vulpine form. 

I held my breath, waiting for Sylvie to do something—anything. 

Just then, her eyes shot open, revealing two clear orbs of topaz. Breathing 
deeply, Sylvie tilted her head. “Arthur? What’s wrong?” 

“With me?” I asked. “Nothing... Are you okay?” 

“What do you mean?” she replied, obviously confused. 

““You—your body was changing.” I motioned with my hands, unable to form 
an accurate description of what I witnessed. 

“I’m fine,” she said dismissively. “I actually feel really good. The mana in 
this horn is really potent.” 

I scratched my head. “Well at least you’re making some progress. I’ve been 
having a hard time absorbing the mana.” 

“Really? The mana has been flowing inside me naturally—almost like it was 
my own.” 

I was perplexed by the difference between Sylvie’s progress and mine, but 
my fatigue overpowered any notion of investigating more deeply. “All right. 
Well, try and get some rest.” 

My bond shook her little head. “No need. I can get by with fewer hours of 
sleep than lessers—even more so while absorbing this mana, actually.” 

I fell flat on my bed. “Well, this /esser needs his sleep. I suspect I won’t even 
be able to come back up to my room over the next few weeks of training, so I 
need to relish the feeling of this bed while I can.” 

“T can tell your training is going well,” my bond said. “I can feel the level of 
your strength rising steadily.” 

“Mhmm. With my training progressing how it is, I should be able to hit white 
core soon, if I can extract the mana from Uto’s horn,” I mumbled drowsily. 
“That’s great,’ Sylvie replied, her clear voice lulling me into sleep. “Get 
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some rest.” 
“You... too,” I managed to say before drifting off to sleep. 
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189 





INSIDE THE VAULT 


My THOUGHTS VEERED BACK to the sight of Sylvie’s form changing as she 
absorbed the mana from Uto’s horn. It had been a few days since that night, 
but her unexplainable shift in form still worried me. My days had been 
hectic; if I wasn’t training, I was either in a meeting, advising Gideon with 
the train project, or personally advising Virion on various aspects of the war. 
Even then, my thoughts always drifted back to what I had seen that night. 
Sylvie didn’t seem to feel like anything was wrong—yjust the opposite, in 
fact. My bond had become deeply infatuated with the horn and the mana it 
provided for her. After that night, she had asked me for a private space so that 
she could continue absorbing the retainer’s mana without interruptions. I 
hadn’t seen her since then—my only comfort came from the calm traces of 
her mental state I detected through our bond connection. 

““_neral Arthur!” 

I jolted upright in my seat at the booming voice, only to see that the eyes of 
everyone in the room were on me. Around the large round table that had 
replaced its smaller predecessor, seated in large cushioned chairs, were 
myself, the other three remaining Lances, and the five members of the 
Council. Also joining us today for the exciting and fun-filled meeting was 
Gideon, who seemed to be wholly concentrated on picking something out of 
his left ear. 

Oh right, I’m in a meeting. 


Page 442 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


“Are you feeling well, General Arthur?” King Glayder asked, his expression 
laced more with irritation than concern. 

I shifted in my seat. “Of course.” 

The king lowered his gaze to my hand. I followed his eyes, only to realize 
that the quill I held in my hand had snapped in half from my grip. 

Clearing my throat, I faced everyone. “My apologies. I was lost in thought 
for a moment. Please continue.” 

“We were moving on to the topic of this so-called ‘train’ that you and 
Artificer Gideon are planning. We were hoping the two of you would be able 
to give us an update on how that’s coming along,” Queen Eralith stated, her 
gaze switching between me and Gideon, who was sitting a few seats to my 
left. 

Just the day before, Gideon and I had discussed the final details of the 
project. We were ready to move on to actually building the vehicle in order to 
secure a safe and fast supply route from Blackbend City to the Wall. 

“Ah, yes.” The artificer smoothed out a crease on his dirty lab coat. “The 
landsh—I mean the train will be able to hold at least twenty times more 
supplies than the squads of carriages we have utilized until now.” 

“What about the potential dangers while traveling between Blackbend and the 
Wall?” Varay asked with an inquisitive look. “From what I read, this ‘train’ 
seems to be limited to a set path. Won’t this make it easy for bandits, or even 
Alacryans, to attack and lay siege to our supply line?” 

“T agree. I imagine it would be easy to destroy a portion of the track that the 
train relies on,” Aya added casually. 

“Both good points, generals!” Gideon exclaimed. “Arth—General Arthur and 
I saw that as one of the pitfalls as well, and came up with a solution.” 

“Oh? And what would that be?” Virion asked with a raised brow. 

The artificer replied with a snarky grin. “To put it underground, 
Commander!” 

There was a moment of silence where the royals and Lances present pondered 
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the solution before King Glayder spoke up with a gruff tone. “The cost of 
doing all this would be excessive, don’t you think?” 

Gideon coughed and looked to me, his eyes practically begging me to take 
over. Being the renowned artificer that he was, Gideon usually had the wealth 
and influence to build whatever inventions he wanted, but actually 
calculating the cost and benefit of creating something as large-scale as this 
was foreign to him. 

Luckily, having read numerous books on economics and being personally 
taught by the shrewd and resourceful leader of the Council in my previous 
world, Marlorn, I had the answer. “You’re thinking about it the wrong way, 
King Glayder. The initial costs might seem high, but this project serves to 
potentially solve three problems at once.” 

“I’m listening,” he replied with a raised brow. Everyone else leaned just a bit 
closer. 

I took a breath and gathered my thoughts. “Aside from the main problem 
we’re trying to resolve, which is finding a more efficient way to transport 
supplies for soldiers stationed at the Wall, building the train helps to address 
two peripheral issues. One is the rising cost of purchasing domesticated mana 
beasts, which as you know is necessary because of the current state of the 
Beast Glades; the other is the increasing poverty.” 

“Increasing poverty? What nonsense,” Bairon blurted. “Because of the war, 
business is booming!” 

“Let General Arthur finish!” Queen Glayder said sharply, surprising me. 
“Thank you,” I said, addressing Kathyln’s mother, before continuing. “Not to 
sound cold but “booming business’ mostly benefits business owners and 
highly skilled patrons, not the lower class citizens. Queen Glayder, I’d 
imagine that your reports from various cities mention an increasing number 
of riots due to the increase in taxes and prices of basic goods because of the 
demand from the war, correct?” 

She flipped through several pages of the neat stack of papers in front of her. 
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“How did you know that?” 

Explaining everything would become cumbersome so I merely shrugged. 
“Simple cause and effect. This war is taking precedence over everything else, 
which means that priority will be given to those who are taking part. For 
everyone else, this means an increase in the cost of living, while their wage 
might not necessarily increase. More than that, because of the various attacks 
near the coasts and borders, fishermen aren’t able to fish and farmlands have 
been destroyed.” 

“So you’re saying that this project will be a means to create jobs for those 
people?” King Eralith finished for me. 

I nodded. “This underground path for the train will be a big project that can’t 
be finished with just a few competent earth mages. And while mages will be 
necessary for security of the tracks in predetermined locations, there will be 
many duties available for normal workers during the building process, and 
for maintenance.” 

“Those are good points, General Arthur, but what about just using slaves?” 
King Glayder argued. “Wouldn’t it be more efficient and cost-effective to 
have slaves doing the labor instead of paying workers?” 

Rather than answering, I glanced at Virion. Slavery was one of the many 
topics we had discussed, and Blaine’s question fell into one of the 
explanations I had given the commander. 

“Slave labor has its limits as work becomes more skilled, King Glayder. I 
don’t think we should think of this train project as a one-off venture, but 
rather as the beginning of a new era. The introduction of the steam engine 
provides a new line of work for laborers, one that does not require magic. 
This too—whether it’s the workers actually building the tracks, or the 
designers planning the routes from one city to another—will require skills 
that will never stem from what a slave is forced to do,” he stated with 
confidence. 

The meeting room was quiet for the first time in what seemed like hours, 
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until a white-sleeved hand shot up. 

Everyone turned to Gideon, who was leaning his head on one hand while he 
raised the other. “I didn’t know if it was appropriate to speak in this rather 
uncomfortable silence. Anyway, I just wanted to say that this project will 
indeed be the beginning of many, and it’ll be a breeding ground for fostering 
new skill sets. If possible, I'd prefer not to work with slaves. If they’re forced 
to be there, they’ll no doubt be doing the bare minimum—which will cut into 
productivity of this urgent project.” 

With that, the discussion came to a close, and everyone cast their vote 
anonymously on a piece of paper. After going over the results, I was glad that 
the hours of discussion on the issue hadn’t been for naught. The project to 
build the underground route and train was approved, along with several 
policies pertaining to it—one of which was the ban on slave labor. I trusted 
Gideon, who would be the head on this project, to be able to properly manage 
and teach the people working with him in the upcoming months so that they 
would be able to work—if not lead—the next train route project. 

It was interesting to see a new era—one that had existed only in textbooks in 
my old world—begin to unfold here. This ‘industrial revolution,’ that had 
perhaps started with my introduction of the steam engine, was undoubtedly 
being hastened by the war with Alacrya. And while I would never be one to 
support war, I had to admit it did bring some favorable aspects to the table. 





“Our little talks seem to be bearing fruit,” Virion noted as we walked down a 
narrow hallway, barely wide enough to fit three people abreast. Two armored 
guards followed closely behind us, while one led the way just a few steps 
ahead. 

“You mean my insightful lectures on war and economics?” I corrected him. 
“Oh, shush. I consider it payment for housing you for over three years while 
you were a wee child,” the old elf retorted. 

I shrugged. “I don’t mind. I’m sure you would’ve come to a similar 
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conclusion about using slave labor anyway.” 

“Probably not as eloquently as I put it in the meeting, though,” Virion 
admitted. “Elves have prohibited slavery for over a hundred years now, but it 
was for moral reasons. I hadn’t thought about the economic benefits until you 
pointed it out last week.” 

“Well, in a world where people are mainly divided according to who can use 
magic and who can’t, it’s hard to see past a lot of things,” I said. 

“You sound as if you’ve been in a world that isn’t divided into magic users 
and normal people,” Virion teased. 

I replied with a forced smile, opting for silence instead. That lasted until we 
reached a thick metal door with only one guard present. 

The young guard—an elf, as evidenced by the long ears sticking out from his 
cropped hair—was small-framed but toned, his lean muscles minimally 
protected by armor. I could tell by his rich yellow aura that, like me, any 
form of thick armor would be more of a hindrance than protection. Two 
unadorned short swords, curved at the tip, hung by his waist, as opposed to 
the gaudy spears of the soldiers accompanying us, but even at a glance I 
could tell that he would easily wipe out all three soldiers ‘protecting’ us. 

His eyes were glazed with boredom, but he perked up when he spotted Virion 
and me. “Good evening, Commander Virion and... General Arthur. Or is it 
morning already? My apologies; there are no windows here for me to tell.” 
“It hasn’t been that long, Albold,” Virion replied with a smile before turning 
to me. “Arthur, this is Albold Chaffer of Chaffer House. He is from a strong 
military family, which has served the Eralith family for generations. Albold, 
I’m sure you’ve heard of Arthur Leywin.” 

“I’ve been told that he might become the new Eralith family heir,” Albold 
said, his sharp eyes sparkling with interest. 

I coughed in surprise, shooting a sharp glare at Virion. “New heir?” 

“Well you see, General Arthur, when the royal family doesn’t have a son, the 
man marrying into the—” 
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I put out a hand. “I get it.” 

“I’ve always wanted to meet you in person, General, but I’ve been stuc— 
entrusted with the paramount duty of guarding this door,” he said, motioning 
at the thick metal door. “I guessed it might be you coming here. It’s hard to 
believe, but you’re even more imposing than I’d imagined.” 

I tilted my head. “I’m pretty sure I’ve been holding back my presence.” 

“The Chaffer family are known for their eerily keen senses,” Virion 
explained. 

“What’s he doing here then?” I inquired, regarding the elf, who was not much 
older than myself. “Your skills would be better suited for the field, no?” 
“Albold was out in the Beast Glades until he defied a direct order from his 
head,” Virion answered for him. “Usually, he would have been given a 
demotion and strict punishment, but I know the boy and I happened to be at 
the scene, so I picked him up and placed him here.” 

“And my appreciation for that gesture is as boundless as the northern sea!” 
Albold beamed, bowing deeply. 

The guards behind us muttered a few words of disapproval but stopped when 
Albold’s gaze bored into them. 

“Anyway, enough about this troublemaker,” Virion said dryly. “Albold, let us 
inside and lock the door after us.” 

“Aye aye, Commander!” The elf saluted before unlocking the door and 
pulling it open. 

A foul, musty smell infused with the stench of decay bombarded my nose as 
soon as the entrance to the dungeon was opened. 

“Have a pleasant stay, everyone,” Albold said, gesturing us inside like a tour 
guide. 

Virion rolled his eyes and muttered something about telling Albold’s father 
as he followed behind the leading soldier. It was amusing to see Albold 
stiffen and pale after overhearing the remark. 

Surprisingly, the first level of the dungeon wasn’t as bad as I remembered it 
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from when I had first come here, after the incident at Xyrus. The area was 
relatively well lit with spacious cells that seemed to have been empty for a 
while. If not for the mysterious stone walls that inhibited mana manipulation 
and the fact that the cells had reinforced metal bars rather than doors, it might 
have seemed like the designers of this castle had simply gotten lazy and 
decided to dub this area a dungeon. 

Still, the lack of ventilation was stifling and, though the cells were mostly 
empty, they didn’t seem to have been cleaned in a long time. 

“Does it bring up some unpleasant memories?” Virion asked, catching me 
studying the exact cell that I had been locked up in. 

“Sort of. I was thinking how funny it is that P’ve just came back from a 
meeting with the man who plotted alongside the Greysunders and the Vritra 
to kill me,” I explained, ignoring the wary glances of the guards around us. 
Virion’s voice became serious. “If it had been solely up to my discretion, I 
would’ve locked them up myself, but Lord Aldir was right—we need the 
Glayders. The Greysunders always had a weak hold on their kingdom, but the 
Glayders are respected—almost revered—by nearly all humans. Sapin would 
be in chaos if they learned about what had happened. Not something we need 
for this war.” 

I nodded. “Speaking of which, where is that three-eyed asura anyway? He 
hasn’t shown himself, even after what happened with Rahdeas and Olfred.” 
“Three-eyed asura... 1s it because of your journey to Epheotus that you can 
be so casual with the asuras?” Virion asked uncertainly. “And I haven’t been 
able to communicate with Lord Aldir through the transmission artifact he 
gave me.” 

“That’s not good,” I said, and resumed walking toward the far end of the 
dungeon. “We’ll talk more about it later.” 

“Agreed,” Virion replied solemnly, following closely. 

We made our way to the end of the floor where two cells had been joined to 
become one large, spacious room. The cell was furnished with a couch and a 
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large bed topped with stuffed animals. In front of the couch, a decorative tea 
set was laid out on small table. On the couch was a little girl, nodding off to 
sleep while she read a book. 

I motioned for the lead guard to unlock the cell and stepped inside. “Hey, 
Mica. Sorry for taking so long to visit you.” 

The dwarven Lance put down her book and stretched her thin legs and arms. 
“Hi, Arthur.” 

We chatted a little while Virion and the guards waited on the other side of the 
barred gate. The old elf wore a somber expression, undoubtedly feeling guilty 
about having her holed up here while investigations were still ongoing. But 
because of her position and the fact that both Olfred and Rahdeas had 
betrayed Dicathen, the matter had to be examined with utmost scrutiny before 
she could be allowed her freedom. 

We talked about unimportant things, and I filled her in on how my training 
was progressing. She tried to give me some tips on gravity magic, but I had 
trouble following along with her nonsensical explanations. 

“It shouldn’t be long until the team Virion sent out has gathered enough 
evidence,” I consoled her. 

Mica shot me a smile. “Mica knows. Don’t worry about me—do what you 
gotta do. Mica doesn’t blame anyone but that old bastard, Rahdeas.” 

“Well, PII tell you now that his cell isn’t nearly as nice as yours.” 

She nodded. “Get Mica out soon, okay? Being alone here without being able 
to use magic is so boring.” 

“Of course,” I promised, giving her a hug before walking out of the cell. 

I waved once more, then followed Virion and the guards to the forbidding 
door at the end of the hall. 

“Ready?” Virion asked, his expression grim. 

“Let’s get this over with.” 

Id thought the stench of the first level of the dungeon was bad, but the lower 
level was vomit-inducing. 
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I could feel my stomach revolt at the acrid and metallic odors of chemicals 
and blood. Suppressing the increasing urge to gag, I followed Virion down 
the dark flight of stairs until we reached a small area that housed the most 
heinous criminals. I was surprised to find I could use magic inside, but after 
surveying the walls and the enclosed vaults in the room, I was pretty certain 
that the use of magic was limited only to the tiny walkway between the cells. 
A burly man in a bloody apron, his face covered by a black mask, greeted us. 
Standing next to him was a thin elderly man with a hunched back and hooked 
nose. 

“Commander. General. We are honored to have you here,” the old man spoke 
with a grating voice. 

“Gentry,” Virion said, returning the greeting. “Take us to Rahdeas first.” 

The elder looked at me with uncertainty but responded with a bow. “At your 
command,” he rasped. 

We followed behind the elder as he practically slithered his way to a small 
cell and gestured with another bow. “Here is the criminal.” 

Despite Rahdeas being Elijah’s caretaker, basically his father figure, I had 
little affection for the traitor—but even I had trouble confidently saying that 
he deserved to be in the state he was in now. 

The cell was dark and shadows censored most of his injuries, but I could tell 
by the cuts and blood stains on his stark-naked body that he’d been heavily 
tortured. His hands, tied to the chair he was sitting on, were dripping blood. 
His fingernails were pulled, 1 noted with a wince. 

More than the physical injuries, though, it was Rahdeas’s blank expression 
that made me shiver. His eyes were foggy and a trail of saliva ran down from 
the corner of his mouth. 

“Ah, his current state is from the side effects of my questioning,” the elderly 
man said, noticing my gaze. 

“Gentry specializes in wind and sound magic to create hallucinations to aid in 
questioning,” Virion explained. 
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It was at times like these that I thought about the true function of magic. 
Much like technology, magic could just as easily be used to destroy as to 
create something wonderful. 

“The traitor is strong. It’ll take a little more time to break him, I’m afraid,” 
Gentry said bitterly. 

“It’s imperative that we find out what he knows,” Virion replied curtly, 
casting a disdainful gaze at Rahdeas before turning back to the old man. 
“Now, what of the retainer?” 

“Ah, yes. He’s a most fascinating specimen. Very thick skin and a strong 
mental fortitude, even with his ability to use magic taken from him. I feel 
we’re close to breaking him though. Keeping him in the small vault so his 
movement is limited has been driving him crazy,” the old man said with glee. 
Virion shot Gentry a look of disapproval but didn’t say anything. 

With a cough, Gentry motioned for his burly associate to open the thick vault. 
Runes were inscribed on every inch of the box, which seemed more like a 
coffin than a prison cell. “Please be careful, Commander, General. While the 
vault will keep the Vritra from using magic, he’s still fairly strong, and he’s 
in a rather crazed state of mind right now.” 

The vault creaked open and I found myself locking eyes with a disheveled 
Uto, who was garbed in restraining clothes. Just one look was enough to tell 
me that he was far from broken. 

The retainer broke into a grin as he shot me a wink. “Hello, pup.” 


Page 452 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


190 





SOLITARY MINDFRAME 


UrTo’s sinister voice sent shivers down my spine, and although he was 
restrained and locked up inside an anti-magic vault, a familiar sense of dread 
pulsed through me. 

Everyone in this room thought I was the one who had defeated Uto—but the 
truth was that both Sylvie and I together had barely managed to put a few 
scratches on him. 

“You look a tad uncomfortable, Uto,” I quipped, hoping to mask any sign of 
weakness. 

The retainer’s smile disappeared, replaced by a snarl. “What did you do with 
my horns, lesser?” 

Taking the black horn out of my dimension ring, I casually tossed it in the air 
in front of him. “Oh, you mean this?” 

“Insolent little—” 

“Stop,” I cut him off. “I’m not here to exchange insults with you. I have 
better things to do.” 

Uto’s gray face darkened, his eyes wild. “I swear to Vritra, if I get out, you’ ll 
wish you had died that day.” 

I shook my head slowly. 

“I’m sure there’s something you want more than getting out or inflicting pain 
on me.” Leaning in closer to Uto with an arrogant sneer plastered on my face, 
I continued, “I know that the fact that you have no idea how you even lost to 


Page 453 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


me 1s slowly eating you up right now.” 

I didn’t think the retainer’s face could get any angrier but Uto ground his 
teeth, jerking desperately to free himself. 

“Close it,” I said, keeping my eyes locked on his until the thick rune- 
inscribed door shut firmly. 

“What was tha—” 

I put up a finger to my lips to silence the confused commander. It was only 
after the four of us got back to the entrance of this level of the dungeon that I 
spoke softly. “Leave him be for now.” 

“Ento and I have been torturing him—physically and mentally—but I’ve 
never seen him this worked up,” Gentry murmured. His burly associate 
nodded beside him. 

“T doubt hallucinations or physical pain will work on that arrogant 
sadomasochist,” I replied. 

Virion tilted his head. ““Sadomaso—what?” 

“It’s nothing.” I smiled faintly, then turned to Gentry. “Don’t open his vault.” 
The hunched elder furrowed his brows. “No offense, General, but from my 
experience, it’s best to prod while his mental fortitude is in disarray, as it is 
now. Besides, what if he does remember how he lost to you during that 
time?” 

“He won't,” I assured him. “And that’s going to slowly drive him insane. Let 
him stew until I decide to come back.” 

“T don’t like that look you have,” Virion muttered. “What are you planning?” 

“T’ll be the one to interrogate him when the time comes,” I answered. 





“Are you ready?” Emily asked from behind her increasing number of panels. 
She looked like she was inside the cockpit of an airplane from my previous 
life. 

“Almost,” I replied as I finished strapping in, securing the last of the bands 
on my arms. I winced when I tightened the strap around my arm too tightly. 
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Damn it. 

“We will move on to the three-versus-one scenario starting today so please be 
focused, General Arthur,” Alanis informed us, apparently noticing the blank 
expression on my face. I was still thinking about the visit to the dungeon 
earlier in the day. 

I stood up and swung my arms, ready to let loose. “Got it. What element will 
I be restricting for the first part?” 

My training assistant’s eyes glowed in their familiar array of colors as she 
‘scanned’ me before looking down at her notes. “Water—and its deviant 
form, of course.” 

I walked to the other end of the training room, stopping about a dozen yards 
away from Camus, Hester, and Kathyln. Meeting Uto had made me antsy. I’d 
been confident back in the dungeon that Uto wouldn’t find out how I had beat 
him—because I wasn’t the one that beat him. 

What sort of Lance am I if I can’t even beat a retainer? Let alone a Scythe. 
As soon as Alanis gave the signal to begin, I flashed toward Hester, leaving 
only a single imprint on the ground. 

In a single, fluid motion, I condensed a layer of wind around my hand, 
shaping it and sharpening it into a transparent blade before I swung 
horizontally at the fire mage’s torso. 

Hester’s eyes widened a little in surprise, but unlike other mages, she was 
competent enough to respond even to my blitz attack. 

Knowing that fire was weak to such a compressed form of wind, she opted to 
block my strike by grabbing my arm while strengthening her body with 
mana. 

You may have an advantage over me in knowledge of fire magic, but if you 
think you can try and beat me in hand-to-hand combat... 

I let her grip my arm, but grabbed the arm she was using to hold on to me. 
Hester was in a stance that helped her withstand a pushing force so when I 
pulled her back instead, she stumbled forward. Utilizing that momentum, I 
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pivoted and positioned my hip underneath her center of gravity to flip her to 
the ground. 

Hester’s breath was knocked from her as her back hit the ground. Just as I 
prepared for another strike to activate her lifeline artifact, a blast of water 
completely drenched me. 

Before I even had the chance to turn to my attacker, the water covering my 
body froze, restricting any sort of movement. 

I augmented my body in a layer of fire, thawing myself free, but Hester had 
already used my brief moment of incapacitation to put some distance between 
us. 

Ignoring Hester for a brief moment while she recovered, I dashed toward the 
princess while trapping her legs with the ground beneath her. Taken off 
guard, Kathyln immediately clad her body in ice as she had before, no doubt 
a technique she had learned from Varay. 

With her body strengthened, she attempted to pry herself free from the 
earthen shackles. But I didn’t give her the chance. As I approached her, I 
continuously manipulated the ground around her, reinforcing it and pushing it 
further up her legs. 

It was an idea I’d gotten from watching Olfred—the coffin of magma that he 
had trapped and executed Sebastian in. Of course, I had no intention of doing 
the same thing, but just as many earth mages clad themselves in an armor of 
rock, one could easily encase another in the same armor without giving them 
the freedom of mobility. 

Kathyln struggled to free herself as I continued my spell. Every time she 
broke off a piece of stone, a large slab would take its place, slowly working 
its way up her small body. 

In moments, the princess was covered to her neck. A layer of frost slowly 
attempted to weaken the integrity of the earthen restraint, but it was too late. 

I charged mana into my fist, forming a gauntlet of crackling lightning. A 
twinge of guilt passed through me as I raised my fist to strike the finishing 
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blow. 

She has the lifeline artifact, Arthur. Besides, you can’t afford to go easy on 
anyone if you hope to win this war. 

Kathyln regarded me seriously, no trace of fear. Just as my fist was about to 
make contact with her, however, a gust of wind pushed me back, catching me 
in the center of a whirling formation of wind just above the ground. 

“Erupt!” Camus barked, taking advantage of my brief loss of equilibrium by 
unleashing the powerful cyclone. 

My vision was obstructed by walls of wind around me, and for a moment, 
everything was deathly still. Any sounds were washed over by the constant 
roar of the tornado. I soon found myself panting—gasping for breath in this 
funnel of low air pressure. 

“Annoying,” I muttered in between a strained breath. 

The walls of the twister closed in, threatening to whirl and throw me 
wherever it pleased, but thankfully, I still had enough oxygen to retaliate. 

My initial reaction was to burrow myself underground—that would’ve been 
the smartest choice. However—maybe because of the diminishing oxygen 
supply—I found myself picturing Uto in front of me. His savage grin seemed 
to say ‘All you can do is run or hide in the face of something greater than 
you,’ and it ignited a rage in me that I hadn’t felt in a long time. 

To hell with strategy. If I can’t even face this, how am I going to go up 
against the Scythes? 

After anchoring my feet to the ground using earth magic, I began conjuring 
an opposing current to negate the powerful wind spell slowly closing in. 

As my spell clashed against Camus’s spell, tears began forming. It seemed I 
was close to neutralizing it when a dull pain radiated across my back, 
knocking me forward. With my feet fixed to the ground, I bowed awkwardly, 
pushing off with my palms to put myself back upright. 

I cursed in my mind, afraid to waste any unnecessary air, as I gazed at the 
object that had bludgeoned me from the back. It was large boulder of ice. 
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Worse yet, it wasn’t the only one. Swirling around me, riding the tornado, 
were several dozens more chunks of ice—each at least twice the size of my 
head. 

Still, I continued attempting to negate Camus’s tornado spell. Perhaps it was 
my stubbornness. I was adamant, desperate to win against this ‘foe’ that 
towered over me. As the tornado closed in on me, my body became a mere 
punching bag for the ice boulders. 

I had to hand it to Kathyln for the creativity in her chunks of ice; some of 
them were just heavy bludgeons, but some had sharp edges that cut through 
my clothes and drew blood. 

Despite the repeated blows, however, my body felt numb. I was lightheaded 
and a strong feeling of fatigue washed over me. 

The only thing that kept me going was the notion that overcoming this spell 
head-on was somehow winning against Uto. 

I continued to think these irrational thoughts until I noticed—too late—that 
the boulders of ice had disappeared. In their stead was a growing fire that 
coalesced with the tornado, fusing into a flaming cyclone. 

My vision began to spot, and my imagination of Uto became a full-blown 
hallucination. It only lasted for a few seconds until I blacked out, and my last 
thoughts were to blame the lack of oxygen for my senseless actions. 

It felt like I had only blinked, yet when I opened my eyes again, I was 
looking up at Kathyln, the ceiling of the training room visible behind her. I 
was lying down. 

A cool sensation radiated from my forehead. I fumbled with it and realized it 
was an ice-cold handkerchief. 

“You're still a bit hot. Keep it on,” Kathyln urged, putting the cloth back on 
me with just a tinge of worry in her brusque tone. 

“Thank you,” I muttered. “And sorry for back there.” 

She shook her head. “We were training. Although the elders might be of a 
different opinion.” 
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“Damn straight we have a different opinion!” Buhnd’s familiar voice 
boomed. 

Just a moment after, his bearded face popped into my view. “You fought like 
a child throwing a tantrum. I know you knew about twelve different ways to 
get out of that situation without trying to face it head on.” 

“Yeah, I knew,” I said through gritted teeth. “But I wanted to see if I could 
overpower their combination spell. If I can’t even do that, how am I supposed 
to defeat all the retainers and Scythes left?” 

Buhnd opened his mouth as if he were about to say something, but remained 
silent. It was Camus who spoke. 

“You’re feeling the pressure, aren’t you?” he said softly. 

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. 

To them, I might simply be a young prodigy, but I had the memories and 
intellect of when I was a king. For me to admit to Camus’s remark meant that 
even despite my advantage, I was weak. 

“A war isn’t fought alone,” Camus continued. “Although holding the title and 
responsibility of a Lance might make it seem otherwise.” 

Hester spoke, her chastising voice coming from a bit farther away. “You’re 
not an important enough figure for this entire continent to rely solely on 
you.” 

“Youre right,” I said, trying to believe her. 

Kathyln placed a finger on the cloth resting on my forehead, cooling it with 
magic. “Just as the people of Dicathen rely on the Lances, you also need to 
trust in your soldiers that they’ll make up for what you can’t do.” 

I lowered the cloth, allowing its coldness to seep into my eyes. For a minute I 
said and did nothing, gathering myself. 

“T feel like I’m in therapy,” I laughed, bolting up to my feet. Surrounding me 
were not only Kathyln and the elders, but also Emily and Alanis. The two of 
them had remained silent, but traces of worry showed on their faces. “Thank 
you everyone, for helping me with my training, and for keeping me in 
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check.” 

Hester’s stern face softened as she nodded. “I think that we can skip out on 
today’s debrief since I’m sure the young general knows exactly what he did 
wrong.” 

“Get some rest. I’m going to be itching to go crazy tomorrow!” Buhnd agreed 
as he punched his open palm. 

“T’ll make sure to have the lifeline artifact back to its normal state by 


'? 


tomorrow. Even if I have to stay up all night!” Emily assured us. 

I nodded. “Ill see everyone tomorrow then.” 

Lost in my own thoughts, I didn’t even realize I had been walking until I 
found myself in front of my doorstep. 

Too tired to wash up, I sank into bed, my eyes searching for Sylvie until I 
remembered she was isolating herself in another room. 

I reached out. Everything okay, Sylv? 

My bond didn’t respond, but the faint trace of her calm state of mind was 
enough of an answer. 

Lying on my back, I stretched out my hand toward the ceiling. This hand— 
this body that I had grown so used to in the nearly-twenty years that I had 
lived as Arthur, felt so small when I thought back to my time as Grey. 

My thoughts flashed back to my former life and the several times I had 
fought in the Paragon Duel, a one-on-one battle between kings, each duelist 
representing their respective country. While the Paragon Duels lacked the 
atrocity and gore of normal wars, the weight of such battles was much 
heavier. 

“This war isn’t fought alone, Arthur,” I reminded myself. 
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MAGICAL PERCENTILE 


OPENING My EYES, I slowly released my grip of Uto’s horn. I took another 
moment for introspection, examining the state of both my mana core and my 
body. 

I was close. The road to white core stage, which had once seemed so long, 
was nearly at an end. 

I’m glad I didn’t accept Virion’s artifact after becoming a Lance, | thought. 
Getting out of bed, I touched Sylvie’s mind, making sure nothing was wrong. 
Satisfied with her calm silence, I began stretching, my body brimming with 
energy. 

Breathing deeply, I performed a series of strikes I had learned from Kordri 
while training under him in Epheotus. It wasn’t some stringent combination 
of moves, but more of a utilization of the body’s every movement while 
maintaining speed and precision—connecting each punch, kick, elbow, knee, 
all while remaining flexible for whatever the outcome might be. A true 
master of this fighting style, like the four-eyed asura, could take down a 
whole unit—and the soldiers would see nothing more than a simple monk 
strolling amongst them. 

My mana flow had improved substantially during my training with Kathyln 
and the elders, and synchronizing its timing with my strikes created 
shockwaves in the air. I wanted to move faster and with more agility, but I 
wasn’t an asura, much less a Pantheon like Kordri. Incorporating mana into 
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muscle fibers and ligaments to maximize power and speed while using the 
least amount of physical movement—similar to what the Thyestes clan did— 
would just lead to the same results as that of Burst Step to my legs. 

Maybe reaching the realm above white core will strengthen my body, I 
thought hopefully, as I executed a combination of kicks. 

I pivoted my body to end the sequence with a palm strike, just as Boo poked 
his gigantic head into my room from the doorway, right in the path of my 
attack. 

Boo was hit with a shockwave of wind from my palm strike, causing all the 
saggy skin around his muzzle and ears to flap wildly. 

My sister’s bond and I stared silently at each other for a moment, but he only 
grunted and shook his furry head. 

I buckled forward and broke into a fit of laughter. 

Ellie’s head poked into my room. “What’s so funny? Boo was supposed to 
scare you.” 

Unable to speak as I tried unsuccessfully to stifle my laughter, I motioned for 
my sister to come to me. 

Confused, she squeezed past her bond’s burly form and came into my room. 
“Watch,” I chuckled, this time conjuring a gust of wind directed at Boo. The 
bear’s ferocious face rippled like liquid, the folds of skin covering his upper 
jaw flapping up to reveal a set of teeth beneath a pink layer of gum. 

My sister giggled, then broke into helpless laughter as well; her bond wasn’t 
nearly so amused. It took us nearly the entire walk down to the training room 
to compose ourselves. 

It was probably childish to laugh so hard at something so trivial, especially 
considering my mental age, but who cares? I hadn’t laughed that hard in ages, 
and it helped loosen some tension and stress. 

“You two seem chirpy for such an early morning,” Emily said, yawning, her 
hands robotically setting up the panels as if they had a mind of their own. “Or 
is it still nighttime?” 
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“Did you pull another all-nighter, Emily?” my sister asked, concerned. 

“It’s been a back-to-back all-nighter actually. It’s your brother’s last training 
session so Miss Emeria and I wanted to have all the data from the last two 
months compiled by today,” she said, her eyes half-closed. 

“Remind me to properly thank you both for your efforts,’ I said, my eyes 
scanning for any sight of the curt elf. “Where is Alanis now? 

“Ah shucks—TI learned a lot from this as well, so no thanks necessary. As for 
Miss Emeria, I practically had to force her to go get some sleep,” Emily 
answered, with another yawn. “She should be here soo—ah, here comes 
everyone now!” 

First through the thick metal doors were Buhnd and Camus. Buhnd was 
stretching his arms, smiling as he said something to the old elf. Behind them 
were Hester and Kathyln. The Flamesworth family elder was straightening 
out a crease in Kathyln’s tight-fitting training robe. The princess spotted me 
and turned a shade brighter as she tried to pry herself away from her 
guardian. 

Alanis, who usually maintained the mask of a professional businesswoman, 
looked soulless today. Her normally deliberate steps were sluggish as she 
trailed behind the rest. 

It took several minutes for everyone to get their protective gear on, but I was 
soon positioned in the training grounds with Kathyln, Camus, Hester, and 
Buhnd surrounding me. Their expressions were serious, as was mine. I’d 
come a long way in these past two months—enough to have beaten them a 
few times. They knew that if they weren’t completely focused, they could 
lose again—and they couldn’t let themselves be defeated on the last day of 
training. 

“What was the bet again?” Buhnd shouted from behind me. 

“Virion is going to throw us a feast to celebrate the end of my ‘vacation’,” I 
smirked, looking back over my shoulder. “But having him pay for everything 
is no fun, so I suggested that the loser of this last battle will pay for the entire 
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party.” 

Hester rolled her eyes. “Consider it paid for by the gracious Flamesworth 
house. How much can a dinner possibly cost?” 

Alanis, overhearing our conversation, spoke using a sound enhancing artifact. 
“Accounting for the cost of the seventy-year-old casks of alcohol fermented 
from rare grains found only in the outlands of the Beast Glades, as well as the 
approximate costs of the abundance of fine meats—the prices of all of which 
have escalated since the start of the war—I have already calculated for 
Commander Virion the cost of the celebratory feast as amounting to 
somewhere around twenty thousand gold.” 

Hester’s eyes widened at hearing the exorbitant cost. She cleared her throat as 
she attempted to feign composure. “Well, I suppose it might ruin the 
gratifying experience of winning if I were to simply pay for the meal 
outright. Perhaps it is best to determine who pays for the feast with this 
match; that way, it’1l be much more memorable to everyone.” 

I couldn’t help but smile, seeing the usually composed elder so flustered. 

“T won’t go easy on you just because you’re young, General,” Camus said, 
smiling. “This old man’s pride won’t allow it.” 

“T agree with Elder Camus,” Kathyln added. “Perhaps besting you now will 
convince my father and mother to let me help in the war.” 

“How cold, Princess. Using me as a stepping stone,” I responded, lowering 
my stance. 

“Since this is the final mock battle, General Arthur will not have any 
elements restricted,” Alanis’s voice sounded again. “Please begin!” 

“For the alcohol!” Buhnd’s gruff voice roared as he charged at me from 
behind. 

I was surrounded, and I had a limited amount of options. With my senses 
heightened from mana and the rush of adrenaline, I focused on the biggest 
threat. 

Buhnd was charging in while forming a giant stone mace and Camus was 
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backing away while gusts of wind gathered around his arms, but it was 
actually Kathyln’s mana levels that posed the biggest threat right now. 

An old but effective trick, I loosened the stone ground around me and lifted 
the debris to form a cloud of dust, which I pushed toward KathylIn. 
Manipulate the earth under my feet to spring me forward just as I push off, 
and expel the wind resistance as I run, I recited to myself. 

It wasn’t as instantaneous or subtle as Burst Step, but, by chaining the earth 
and wind abilities, I could enhance my initial acceleration without burdening 
my body. 

I catapulted forward, the air slipping by me harmlessly until Kathyln was just 
a few feet away. 

The princess inhaled sharply in surprise and attempted to cast her spell but I 
didn’t allow it. Utilizing wind once more, I created a vacuum in my palm, 
pulling her straight into my grip. 

Grabbing Kathyln’s wrist, I twisted and threw her over my shoulder directly 
at Buhnd. 

I felt a sting on the hand that had touched her, and glanced down to see a 
layer of frost around my fingers. 

She reacted quickly. I cast a wave of heat to thaw myself, while taking note 
of Kathyln’s position by the pond. 

Just then, the room lit up—dozens of crackling orbs dotted the air above us. 
Lucas’s Ember Wisps spell—from back when I was qualifying to be an 
adventurer—came to mind. But these ‘wisps’ weren’t of fire; rather, they 
were concentrated globes of electricity. Again I took note. 

Camus took the opportunity to launch his spell as well, hurling two giant 
spears of wind that swirled fiercely like a drill. 

I quickly moved, dodging one of the wind spears, which drilled a hole into 
the ground before dispersing. The other one, however, was able to change 
direction, following me as it carved a trail into the ground where it passed. 
I’m really beginning to wonder if that old elf is actually blind. 
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I continued sprinting, but it wasn’t aimless. I charged toward Buhnd with the 
wind spear close behind me. I did my best to seem as though I wanted a head- 
on confrontation, and it seemed to have worked. The bearded dwarf clad 
himself in armor and anchored himself to the ground, holding his mace high 
like a professional baseball player of my old world. 

I charged at him, condensing the blue fire in my palms. I feinted long enough 
for Buhnd to begin his swing. Then I released my fire spell at the ground 
below me as I jumped up. The force of my flame launched me into the sky 
like a rocket, causing Buhnd’s giant mace to collide with Camus’s wind drill. 
But my moment of contentment lasted only a brief second because 
immediately, a barrage of ice shot up from the pond below, in the same 
moment that Hester decided to fire off the globes of lightning. 

Why can’t they just fire their spells one by one, | grumbled to myself, my 
brain whirring for the best way to handle this. 

A glimmer of an idea flickered through my mind. I had to act fast though. 
Without any restraint for mana expenditure, I released a shockwave of fire 
toward the rapidly approaching splinters of ice. 

The ice bombarded the wall of fire, producing steam and a high-pitched 
whistle. 

In my peripheral vision, I caught sight of the increase in brightness signaling 
that the lightning orbs were about to fire, but I couldn’t worry about that right 
now. 

Wasting no time, I manipulated the moisture caused by the collision of 
Kathyln’s and my opposing elemental attacks, while slowing down my 
descent with an updraft. 

I shaped the water that I had gathered, forming it into a large barrier around 
me, just as Hester’s spell cast a barrage of lightning my way. 

The water manipulated from Kathyln’s spell—which had utilized the 
mineral-filled water from the pond—was a perfect conductor. 

The sphere of water surrounding me began bubbling as the blast of electricity 
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hit. A deep buzz filled the training room while the lightning tendrils flickered 
on the surface of the water. 

I need to get rid of this thing before I hit the ground. 

Manipulating the electrically charged water, I shaped it and fired it off in 
streams—directly at Buhnd, the one who would be the weakest against this 
combination of elements. 

Buhnd didn’t have a chance. His life-line artifact activated, forming a pink 
protective barrier, just moments after the compressed stream of water struck, 
electrocuting him. 

Needless to say, once Buhnd was out for the count, the tide of the battle 
changed. It still took a while, but after negating Kathyln’s ice lance through a 
combination of Camus’s air cushioning technique and Buhnd’s kinetic 
redirection, I was able to knock Kathyln out of the battle. 

“Someone really doesn’t want to pay for their own celebratory feast,” Camus 
joked. 

“T don’t even know if I can afford the feast,” I retorted with a wry smile. 

With only Hester and Camus remaining—and thanks to the fact that I had full 
access to all of my elements—within another twenty minutes, I was able to 
subdue them. 

I plopped back on the ground, my chest heaving and my mana core aching. 
“T... Twin.” 

Camus groaned, leaning against a wall as he caught his breath. 
“Congratulations, but there are more pressing matters.” 

“T agree,” Hester nodded beside him as she blotted the sweat on her forehead 
with a handkerchief. “Who’s going to pay the exorbitant cost of the feast?” 

“TI thought we decided that the losers were going to pay?” Buhnd asked, 
confused. 

I sat up. I'd thought so too. 

“True, but why hurt many when you can just break one?” Camus added, a 
smile forming on his face. “I vote that Buhnd pays for the meal. He’s the one 
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who lost first, causing the rest of us to lose.” 

“What!” Buhnd bellowed. “From whose sore ass did you pull that quote?” 

“IT second Camus’s vote,” Hester replied immediately, raising her hand. 
“Hester!” The dwarf’s eyes widened before turning to Kathyln. “Princess. 
You don’t agree with those old bats, do you?” 

Kathyln, who had been with my sister and Emily, averted her gaze from 
Buhnd, and raised her hand as well. 

I could see the bearded dwarf’s jaw drop as he began calculating the cost of 
the extravagant meal with his fingers. After a minute, Buhnd straightened his 
back and cleared his throat. “Gentlemen. Ladies. We are in times of war. We 
should be sparing resources for our beloved soldiers out there on the field. 
Isn’t that right, Miss Emer—argh! You damn old bat! Release my earlobe!” 
“What good will it do to give soldiers seventy-year-old alcohol, you old fool? 
Don’t try to get out of this!” Hester snapped, dragging her companion by his 
ear as the rest of us laughed. 

After everyone had calmed down, we settled around in a circle for our last 
debrief. It was a bittersweet feeling. Two months had flown by, but I’d 
formed bonds with the elders and had gotten to know the aloof princess a bit 
better during this period. Toward the end, Kathyln had started conversing 
more with Emily and Ellie, and they’d even hung out together in the castle 
from time to time. 

A small part of me wanted to forget about the fact that there was a war raging 
below us, but with Tess and my parents out there, I knew I wouldn’t truly be 
able to relax until the war was over. 

“Now, the moment I’m sure everyone has been waiting for!” Emily’s chirpy 
voice sounded, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Alanis has recorded the 
progress of Arthur’s mana flow utilization while I compiled the data of 
General Arthur, Princess Kathyln, and Elders Camus, Hester, and Buhnd. 
I’ve cross-referenced it against the data I’ve received from my assistants— 
students at a few academies and some soldiers.” 
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Emily must’ve noticed the traces of skepticism written on my face as she 
explained the sample size and diversity. 

“It’s been pretty hard to get a wider range of participants, this continent being 
at war and all,” she said glumly. “This measurement is something I’m 
planning on standardizing and actively promoting with Master Gideon’s help, 
so getting data will be an ongoing process. For now, you’ll have to make do 
with the two hundred entries I’ve received from the various mages.” 

Buhnd fidgeted in his stone chair. “Well? On with it, girl. Only about a fifth 
of my ass is on my Seat right now from all this anticipation.” 

I suppressed a laugh. The bearded elder’s reaction reminded me of a student 
anxiously waiting for his grades to be handed back by his teacher. 

Emily didn’t find Buhnd’s impatience as amusing as I did. She began quickly 
sifting through her stack of paper until her eyes brightened, and I assumed 
she finally found what she was looking for. 

“Okay! [Il start with Elder Buhnd, since he seems to be the most curious,” 
Emily began. “Please be advised that this data does not take mastery over 
mana into account—simply the raw output of force that your average spell 
contains during battle.” 

The young artificer flinched as Buhnd’s intense gaze drilled holes into her 
while he waited for her results. Clearing her throat, Emily spoke. “Based on 
how much higher Elder Buhnd’s fpu is compared to the average of the 
limited data we acquired, he is in roughly the ninety-first percentile.” 
“Ninety-first percenti—what? No way ninety-one percent of the population is 
better than me!” Buhnd blurted, stamping his feet on the ground. 

I snorted, unable to suppress my laughter as Emily looked at the old dwarf 
incredulously. 

Hester merely sighed and shook her head. 

“Tt means that only nine percent of the population has a higher fpu than you,” 
Camus answered, unfazed by his companion’s naivete. 

“Oh.” Buhnd’s posture straightened and a smile creeped up, making his beard 
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spread like some sort of frilled lizard. “Heh! Oh.” 

Hester rolled her eyes and I spotted my sister trying to cover her smile with 
her hand. 

“Again, this data can’t be considered completely accurate since the data pool 
is so small and very biased toward certain demographics,” Emily explained. 
“Most likely, everyone’s percentile will increase as more data is gathered.” 
The words seemed to have gone in one ear and out the other. The word 
‘pride’ was practically written on Buhnd’s face. 

Emily continued, turning to Camus. “Elder Camus’s fpu is in the ninety-third 
percentile.” 

Buhnd seemed to snap back to reality and his brows scrunched when he heard 
Camus’s score. Camus simply nodded in acknowledgement. 

“Elder Hester’s fpu is actually the highest of everyone—ninety-fourth 
percentile.” 

Ellie gave a faint whistle, while Buhnd’s eyes widened. Hester chose this 
exact moment to cast a haughty glance down at the dwarven elder. 

“Bah! The data isn’t considered completely accurate. Remember?” Buhnd 
recited, fuming. 

“T didn’t say anything,’ Hester shrugged. She smoothed her face into a 
neutral expression, but the twinkle in her sharp eyes still showed her 
contentment. 

I guess a high affinity for magic runs in the Flamesworth family, 1 thought, 
remembering Jasmine’s competence in magic—albeit not fire magic. 

Emily turned to Kathyln, smiling. “Princess Kathyln, your fpu is in— “ 

The princess raised a hand, shaking her head. “I’d rather not get caught up. 
Knowing me, comparing myself to others will hinder more than help.” 

Alanis regarded the princess approvingly but remained quiet as Emily finally 
turned to me. “Lastly, Arth—General Arthur’s fpu is in the ninetieth 
percentile.” 

Buhnd’s eyes lit up once again as he trotted to me and put a hand across my 
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shoulder. “You’ll grow in time, young general, but for now it seems my fpu 
is just a tad higher than yours.” 

“So it seems.” I smiled. I had expected as much. From the beginning, the 
elder’s raw mana output was stronger than mine. I had the advantage of being 
able to utilize all four basic elements and the higher forms of two, and fusing 
multiple elements into a single attack would often have more devastating 
results than a single elemental spell. But overall, I had known the elders 
would come out on top. 

“Big talk for someone who got knocked out first in a four-against-one match 
with the ‘young general,’” Hester scoffed. 

Buhnd scowled, turning red. “Do you want to take this to the field, you old 
bat?” 

Hester’s brow twitched in anger. “Again with the ‘old bat’!” 

“Enough with the bickering!” Camus cut in, sitting straight in the stone seat 
Buhnd had conjured for all of us. “Miss Emeria. Did our time spent with the 
young general bear fruit?” 

The stoic elf dipped her head respectfully. “General Arthur’s mana flow rate 
has increased a noticeable amount. I believe these two months have been 
utilized to their full potential.” 

“That’s good,” Camus said, turning to me—a gesture I found odd now that I 
knew he could see just as well without facing me. I figured the gesture was 
more for me than himself. 

Alanis walked to me, handing me a small leather-bound journal. “This is for 
you, General Arthur. The detailed recordings of my analysis over this period 
are written in here. I have taken the liberty of pointing out areas for potential 
growth so that you can have some guidance in your training while I am not 
with you.” 

“Thank you,” I said sincerely, gingerly holding the small booklet. “You’ve 
really outdone yourself.” 

“It was my pleasure working with you,” she responded with a courteous nod. 
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Buhnd clasped his hands together, drawing everyone’s attention. “All right! I 
don’t know about all of you, but I’m starving and my mind keeps going back 
to those seventy-year-old caskets of alcohol!” 

“Yes,” Hester agreed. “And the thought of you having to pay for all of it is 
sure to make everything tastier.” 

I could hear Buhnd grumble as the three elders headed toward the door. I 
gestured for the others to follow them as well. They all deserved the time to 
unwind and have fun. 

“Are you sure I can go? It seems like a party for the really important people,” 
my sister asked, hesitating. 

I patted my sister’s head. “Of course you’re invited. I better see you and Boo 
eating enough to make Elder Buhnd homeless!” 

Ellie’s gigantic bond gave a grunt of confirmation before scooping her up 
with his snout and trotting off. 

Smiling at the sight, I looked back to see the young artificer scrambling with 
some artifacts inside her little cockpit of panels. “We’re the last ones, Emily.” 
“I’m almost done cleaning up. You go on ahead.” 

Not wanting to make her rush more than she already was, I took her advice. 
“You better be there—you don’t want Ellie to be lonely at the party.” 
EMILY WATSKEN 

I quickly gathered the array of papers that were scattered all over the ground 
behind my fpu measuring artifact—working name. 

After carefully placing the panel components into the wooden box, I placed 
the papers equally carefully on top, noticing Arthur’s name on the top sheet. 
It was the fpu readings I had managed to gather while he was in that angelic 
form of his where his hair turned white. I’d thought I had lost it. 

I shook my head, crumpling up the sheet of paper. ““Ninety-ninth percentile. 
That can’t be right.” 
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192 





EAT, DRINK, BE MERRY 


AFTER ANOTHER FAILED attempt at trying to coerce Sylvie to take a break and 
come join me for the dinner, I conceded defeat. As soon as I stepped through 
the towering double doors of stained wood, opened for me by two guards 
clad in silver, my worries were replaced by wonder. It felt like I had left the 
castle entirely. 

Maybe I had. 

I looked back over my shoulder to make sure that I hadn’t stepped through a 
teleportation gate disguised as a doorway. Confirming that I was still indeed 
inside the castle, I took my time to relish the sights, sounds, and aromas 
around me. 

While the size of the dining room wasn’t anything extraordinary, the details 
in the decoration took my breath away. The vaulted ceiling alone made this 
room feel like a separate structure from the castle, and the ambient light cast 
from the floating orbs above brought to life a scene straight out of a 
princess’s picture book. 

Unlike the flamboyant party where the witch-like retainer’s frozen body had 
been showcased as a morale booster for the many noble houses in attendance, 
this event emitted a cozy, intimate atmosphere—with a little sprinkle of a 
surreal fairytale mixed in. 

I approached a meticulously-dressed butler, standing almost as still as a 
statue, and picked up two glasses of whatever lavish drink the purple liquid 
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on his tray might be. I handed one to Emily, who was beside me. 

When my sister tried to take one as well, I pulled her back. “It’s alcohol.” 
Ellie clicked her tongue and continued walking, but it didn’t take long for her 
discontent to be diffused. “Everything looks so...magical!” she marveled, 
unable to find a better word to express herself. “It smells amazing in here, but 
where’s all the food?” 

“This is still a dinner, not a party,” I explained, pointing to the long 
rectangular table covered with a seamless white tablecloth and topped with 
perfectly arranged empty plates and glasses. “The food’s going to be brought 
out once everyone’s here and seated.” 

The alcohol, I noted with amusement, lay spread out against the back wall in 
large wooden kegs. 

“I’m getting hungry just breathing the air here,” Emily moaned, near to 
drooling. 

I nodded in agreement. The air was thick with a concoction of spices, sauces, 
and herbs that seemed to harmonize alongside each other rather than clash. 
Helping to blend and mesh the variety of kitchen ingredients together was the 
subtle oaky scent of the fire crackling and popping in the hearth at the far 
corner of the cozy dining hall. 

Ellie pulled on my sleeve. “Are you sure we didn’t need to dress up for this?” 
“The place is a lot fancier than Virion let on, but yes, I’m sure,” I assured her. 
“This is supposed to be a comfortable dinner to celebrate before I go back out 
to the field, my dearest sister.” 

“I’m your only sister,” she retorted, her eyes still gazing around the room 
curiously. 

“Then you know I’m telling the truth,” I said blandly. 

Ellie groaned at my witty response. “Whatever.” 

“T can imagine how ‘comfortable’ it’ll be already... with the Council, the 
Lances, and the elders all gathered in one place,” Emily chimed in, her 
sarcasm practically palpable. 
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I simply smiled, breaking off from the two of them to enjoy my purple drink 
in peace. Despite being the last to leave the training room, Emily, my sister, 
and I were the first to arrive. 

As I sat in the back to enjoy the warmth of the fire, I saw Kathyln entering, 
escorted by Hester. Both wore evening gowns that, while minimally adorned, 
still looked undoubtedly elegant... and expensive. 

Ellie and Emily didn’t hesitate to shoot me glares as they saw this, mentally 
blaming me for their comparatively informal attire. 

I winked and lifted my glass, now half-empty. Kathyln thought I was 
gesturing to her and raised her glass slightly in return, smiling shyly before 
turning her attention to Emily and my sister. 

Elder Hester strode toward me with a glass in hand as well. “Seems you’ve 
already made yourself comfortable—in both attire and demeanor.” 

“T thought this was supposed to be a casual dinner,” I sniffed, raising my 
glass toward her. 

“Is this not casual?” she said with a bemused smile, clinking my glass with 
hers in a casual toast before we each took a sip. 

“Casual is wearing slightly too-large pants so we can comfortably indulge in 
whatever exquisite cuisine we’re presented with tonight,” I said confidently. 
Hester looked at me curiously. “I often forget that you’re not from a noble 
house, no offense.” 

I chuckled. “None taken. It’s always amusing seeing some of the nobles 
trying to hide their contempt when a Lance like myself does something 
blatantly ‘improper.’” 


99 


“Proper etiquette is ingrained in everyone here since infancy,” Hester 
admitted. “My mother would faint if she saw you dressed like that at an 
occasion like this.” 

“Truth be told, my mother would probably faint as well if she knew I was 
attending such a fancy dinner wearing this,” I replied, feeling a pang of guilt 


and sorrow at the mention of my parents. 
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We sipped our drinks in silence for a bit, watching the chaotic movement of 
the fire as if it were a show. 

Finishing off the last of my purple liquor, I asked Hester a question that had 
been on my mind since I’d first met her. “Hester. If you don’t mind me 
asking, what is your relationship to Jasmine Flamesworth?” 

Hester, who had been watching the fire intently, shifted her gaze to me. “You 
two are acquainted?” 

I nodded. 

She took a few moments to gather her thoughts.“Then I guess it’s safe to 
assume that the Flamesworth family has made a rather negative impression 
on you.” 

“It’s gotten a little better since I met you, but yes,” I confessed. 

“Jasmine is the daughter of my younger brother—my niece,” she began, idly 
twirling the remaining liquid in her glass. 

Hester proceeded to tell me a little about the Flamesworth family. Jasmine’s 
story wasn’t anything I hadn’t already been told or guessed myself. Basically, 
the younger brother—the one with the most pride in their family’s line of fire 
mages—thought of Jasmine as an embarrassment to the Flamesworth house. 
At first, he did all he could to try and draw out any latent potential Jasmin 
had in fire-affinity, hopeful that she might have been a dual-elementalist. 
Once her father had realized that wind was the only affinity his daughter 
possessed, he had isolated her until she came of age, then kicked her out soon 
after. 

Hester’s remorseful tone as she told the story helped quell some of the anger 
I had toward their family, but there was still a bitter taste in my mouth. 

“Your brother, where is he now?” I asked. 

“Trodius is a captain, his division being one of the main forces at the Wall,” 
she answered. “You don’t plan on—” 

“No, I have no intentions of harming your brother,” I scoffed, turning back to 
see some familiar faces. “I was just curious. Oh, and regarding your comment 
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about every noble having proper etiquette engrained upon them...” 

Buhnd and Camus had just walked in through the doors. While Camus wore a 
traditional elven robe, Buhnd had apparently decided to attend the event 
disguised as what seemed like a farm worker. 

Hester, following my gaze, rolled her eyes as she watched the dwarven elder 
finish a glass in one gulp and proceed to grab two more before walking over 
to us. “There are always outliers.” 

I nodded.“An outlier indeed.” 

It didn’t take much longer for the rest of the guests to file in. Virion 
congratulated me on my training with a hug and a pithy comment about Tess 
not being able to make it. I cordially greeted Merial and Alduin Eralith, 
Tess’s parents, exchanging a few pleasantries. Alduin digressed a bit, talking 
about the war and some of the dilemmas he’d been having in allocating the 
elven armies around Elenoir, but Merial scolded him for talking about that 
here and dragged him away. My exchange with King Blaine and Queen 
Priscilla was even more succinct. While Kathyln’s mother was brusque by 
default, I knew that the former King of Sapin still found it uncomfortable to 
be around me—a human who had become a Lance for the elves. I was most 
likely someone he considered disloyal to his home kingdom. 

Needless to say, by the time I’d finished talking and toasting—and thereby 
drinking—with the elders and the Council, my inhibitions had been lowered 
by a significant degree. It was only noticeable to me when I clasped an 
unwilling Bairon in a hug and said repeatedly that there were ‘no hard 
feelings.’ The Lance tried to pry himself away without drawing attention to 
us, but I utilized one of the techniques I had learned from Camus to create a 
vacuum between him and me. 

Finding real life applications for spells is the next step in mastery, after all. 
After saying my piece, I released the fuming Lance and proceeded to greet 
Varay and Aya. The two Lances had just come back from a mission near the 
border between Sapin and Darv, after sightings of another retainer. 
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Unfortunately, the final retainer had been gone by the time they had arrived. 
We talked amongst ourselves until an unexpected surprise guest showed up. 
Garbed in a bright yellow dress, which looked like it might’ve belonged to a 
child, was Mica. 

“Mica!” I exclaimed, drawing everyone’s attention to the entrance. The 
dwarf, obviously unaccustomed to such a fluttery dress, flushed at the 
attention. Rather than shrink, however, the dwarven Lance stuck out her chest 
and held her chin up and made her way to me. 

I pulled the dwarf into a hug, which was a little awkward considering she was 
about half my height. Virion came by and placed a hand on her shoulder. 
“Our scouts in Darv found enough evidence to assure the rest of the Council 
that Mica—or should I say General Mica—was not involved in Rahdeas and 
Olfred’s plot with the Vritra,” Virion explained with a smile. 

“Mica’s allegiance will always be to the country,” the Lance confirmed. “But 
Mica is a bit confused since there are no dwarves on the Council and Lord 
Aldir is missing.” 

“We have much to discuss and several positions to fill, but that can be saved 
for tomorrow,” Virion said comfortingly. “Tonight, we enjoy the food, the 
drinks, and the company we find ourselves in.” 

Virion left us to continue his rounds, talking to everyone else in the room 
while Mica and I chatted a bit more. We kept our conversation lighthearted. I 
teased her about her frilly dress, and she retorted that I looked like I had 
come straight from a training session. She laughed when I told her she was 
right. 

The pleasant chime of a bell signaled for everyone to gather around the table. 
Butlers and maids escorted all the attendees to their predetermined seats. 
Since I was one of the main reasons for having this dinner, I had been put at 
the far end of the table, directly across from Virion, with Kathyln to my right 
and my sister to my left. The Council was spread across the table toward the 
other end, near Virion, while the Lances and Elders sat toward the center. 
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After everyone had taken a seat, Virion tapped his spoon on the glass flute to 
get everyone’s attention before speaking. 

“T’ll make this short since I know I’m not the only one who’s hungry. I 
believe it’s important for even our strongest soldiers to have the opportunity 
to rest and be merry. Yes, we’re at war, but war or not, there will always be a 
battle tomorrow, so make some time to enjoy today. Drink, eat, laugh, so that 
you can tackle tomorrow with fire anew!” 

We all clapped, while Buhnd’s gruff voice shouting, “Hell yeah!” sounded in 
the midst of it. Our applause brought forth an organized stampede of servants 
carrying dishes. It was a traditional ten course elven meal, starting with a 
creamy soup garnished with edible flowers and leaves. 

My stomach—which had been uncomfortable, most likely due to the copious 
amounts of alcohol I’d drunk—welcomed the warm, rich flavors. The subtle 
kick of an unfamiliar spice complemented the thickness of the soup, while the 
leaves and flower garnishes added a surprising hint of freshness. 

“This is so good!” Ellie exclaimed in between spoonfuls of the soup. 

The ceramic bowl of soup had been taken away, replaced by a silver platter 
with two strips of what looked like raw fish. The morsels of translucent flesh, 
with dashings of two different sauces, practically melted in my mouth. Both 
the green and the brown sauces were unfamiliar, but it was a mixture of a 
nutty and a slightly acidic taste that served to mask the unwanted brininess of 
the ocean dweller and bring out its desired flavors. 

As I swallowed the second piece of the fish, a pang in my abdomen caused 
me to buckle. 

Did I drink too much? 1 wondered, casting a side glance at the large cask of 
priceless liquor that had been conveniently placed just behind Buhnd’s seat. 
“Are you okay?” Kathyln asked, her plate completely clean. 

“I’m fine,” I smiled, putting down my fork. 

Ultimately, my stubbornness wouldn’t allow me to pass up the opportunity to 
drink such expensive alcohol. I held up my glass, taking another sip and 
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rolling the deep brown liquid in my mouth to savor the taste. 

I let the aromatic flavors coat my mouth before finally swallowing, feeling 
the pleasant burn pass down my throat. 

“Can I try?” my sister begged once again after seeing me relishing the drink. 

I was about to turn her down again, but paused. “Fine. Just a sip.” 

“Uh, Ellie?” Emily chimed in, her eyes widening as my sister grabbed the 
rounded glass. “You sure about this?” 

Ignoring her, my sister immediately brought the glass to her lips. As I had 
expected, she most certainly did not take ‘just a sip’ and instead gulped a big 
portion of the liquor. 

Already prepared for what was about to come, I cast a small circular vacuum 
of wind that sucked in the spray of liquid that shot out of my sister’s mouth 
as she coughed. 

The servants nearby took immediate action, handing my sister a new napkin 
while they opened up a container for me to ‘dump’ Ellie’s sprayed mouthful 
into. 

“You jerk,” Ellie hissed, trying not to draw any more attention to herself than 
she already had. “You knew that would happen!” 

Barely suppressing a laugh, I looked at her, deadpan. “Of course. That’s why 
I said no so many times.” 

“You could’ve warned me!” she protested, drinking the cup of water the 
servant behind her had so sensibly placed next to her plate. 

“T could’ve,” I agreed, leaving my sister aghast. 

Emily distracted her, telling her about some of the modifications she’d made 
to Ellie’s new bow, to steer her away from her bitterness. 

After the plates were cleared, other—smaller—dishes took their place. Even 
before I looked down to see what it was, the smell had already caused me to 
reach for it. A handful of shellfish, their black shells laid open, their meat 
basking in a savory broth that I could practically taste through my nose. 
Supplementing the shellfish was a side of sautéed mushrooms that looked 
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like they had actually been lit on fire. 

The servant covered the mushrooms with a crystal cup to extinguish the soft 
flame. As soon as he lifted the cover, the rich scent of whatever liquor the 
chef had used to ignite the mushrooms permeated the vicinity. 

“Raw fish, and now flaming fungus? Interesting and tasty!” I overheard 
Emily whisper to my sister, who nodded furiously in agreement. 
Conversations drifted in the air while soft music, played by a trio of 
musicians, provided a comfortable tune to accompany the dinner. 

I leaned forward, taking in another whiff of the complementary aromas of 
shellfish and mushrooms when another sharp pain stabbed at my sternum. 

Am I allergic to something? | thought, bringing a mushroom close to my nose 
in suspicion. 

With the pain gone as quickly as it had come, I decided to lay off the purple 
alcohol while shoveling in a mouthful of the mushrooms. 

The supple firmness of the mushroom as I bit down into it dispelled any 
remaining suspicions I had about the food. 

If I’m allergic to this mushroom, so be it. I'll suffer knowing that it was for a 
good cause. 

Throughout the next few dishes, I ate in silence. Kathyln wasn’t much of a 
conversationalist; the few times she did speak were to respond to whatever 
my sister and Emily were talking about. 

My thoughts began veering toward the war, and the upcoming battles, my 
only solace being the exquisite dishes that never seemed to stop and my glass 
of liquor that never emptied. There were tender meats that I was able to cut 
with my fork, and even a whole boar—carved so precisely that I doubted I 
could replicate the task even with my mastery of the sword. 

There were other, more bizarre dishes that showcased the more... ‘unwanted’ 
parts of various mana beasts as supposed delicacies. As the dinner was 
becoming more lively—most likely due to the alcohol in everyone’s system 
—TI experienced another episode of pain in my stomach. 
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This time, it was a more gripping pain, as if someone were slowly squeezing, 
twisting, and wrenching my insides. That was when I realized it wasn’t my 
stomach or even my liver, as I had thought. 

It was my mana core. 

“Is something wrong, Arthur? You seem pale,” Virion said, noticing my state 
from the other side of the table. 

I rose from my seat, feeling more than a tinge of regret as I stared at the 
untouched, steaming crab on my plate. “My apologies to everyone, but I 
think Pll have to call it a night.” 

Virion stood up as well, his expression laced with concern. 

Holding up a hand to stop him, I made my way to the door, careful not to 
stumble. “Please, enjoy yourselves. I’ve been a little tired today and I think I 
just had too much alcohol.” 

Without looking back, I headed to my room, one hand using the wall as 
support while the other pressed down on my solar plexus. 

Is something wrong with my mana core? 

Cold sweat beaded down my face as the gripping pain became more intense. 
When I reached my room, I curled into a ball on the floor, unable to make it 
to my bed. My fear and worry grew alongside the pain, until a thought 
crossed my mind. 

Sending a pulse of mana into my ring, I withdrew Uto’s horn and 
instinctively began absorbing its contents, like an infant reaching for its 
mother’s milk. 

I slipped in and out of consciousness, time elapsing as if it were caught in a 
jar of sap. Everything seemed slow and the cold, gripping pain escalated until 
it became unbearable. 

Then two things happened in what seemed like the span of a second. 

First, I felt a surge of unmatched energy and power throughout my body. I 
could feel it in my pores and the tips of my hair. 

Then, I passed out. 
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193 





BROKEN SEAL 


I LOOKED up at the row of judges peering down from their platform, which 
overlooked the main stadium my opponent and I were currently in. Sitting in 
the middle of the row was a tall, shapely woman, her blazing red hair curling 
down her back. Two sharp eyes that would make even a wild lion flinch 
regarded me with interest as the rest of the judges murmured amongst 
themselves over the results of the match. 

I thought to myself, What exactly is there to go over? My opponent, a 
Division Two candidate testing for a first division spot, was passed out 
behind me while the medics approached with a stretcher. 

With a sinking feeling, as the judges continued their discussion, I realized 
that they might very well be determining whether to send me up or keep me 
at Division Three. 

I could see Nico and Cecilia from the corner of my eye. They were waiting 
for the verdict just as intently as I had during my first competition while 
attending this academy—back when I still believed hard work would offer 
fair results. 

After what seemed like ages, a thin, elderly man, his white moustache 
groomed a bit too meticulously—probably to compensate for his bald head— 
cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Cadet Grey, no surname. 
While your match was impressive, especially your demonstration of martial 
arts, the poor level of utilization of your ki throughout the tournament made it 
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clear that you are lacking in some fundamentals, and these need to be 
thoroughly reviewed. Therefore, Cadet Grey, you will move up to Class One 
of the third division.” 

I could feel my blood boil underneath my skin as I did all I could to suppress 
my rage. I clenched my fists, ground my teeth, curled my toes—anything to 
stop myself from lashing out at the judge and this entire academy system. 

Just then, a roar of laughter echoed throughout the entire arena. My burning 
rage was instantly quelled as I looked up, dumbfounded, at the red-haired 
judge, who continued laughing heartily. It wasn’t only me who was shocked 
by her actions, though. The rest of the judges whipped their heads toward 
their colleague with expressions ranging from shock to anger to 
embarrassment. 

The audience, which had been quietly waiting for the results from this final 
round, muttered amongst each other, hoping to get some answers about this 
turn of events. 

Finally the red-haired judge calmed down, wiping away a tear. “My 
apologies. I thought Judge Drem was pulling that kid’s leg by telling him he 
needed to ‘review his fundamentals.’” 

At her words, the mustachioed judge—who I assumed was Judge Drem— 
flushed red all the way the top of his shiny head. “Lady Vera.” The judge 
spoke to her with an eerie respect, despite the gap between them in age. “In 
the sanctity of these annual assessment duels, your behavior is unaccept—” 
“No,” the red-haired woman cut in flatly. “What’s unacceptable behavior, 
and embarrassingly pathetic, is this blatant attempt at holding that kid back 
because he’s not from a distinguished house.” 

Clearly unprepared to be verbally assaulted by the woman, Judge Drem 
stammered what he had probably hoped would be words. “Wha—How 
dare... I did no such—” 

“Then how can you possibly justify placing Cadet Grey in anything less than 
Division One?” Lady Vera interrupted again. At this point, I really hoped this 
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lady had either the physical strength or the political backing to justify her 
blatant lack of respect for the older judge. 

Judge Drem tried his best to gather his wits, giving another cough. “As I 
stated earlier, Cadet Grey’s ki utilization is lack—” 

“Wrong.” She instantly cut him off again, making the older judge practically 
fume in frustration and embarrassment. “The boy’s ki utilization is at least a 
step above even the Class Two students in Division One. What you call 
‘lacking’ in ki utilization is actually him making up for his lower ki level to 
an impressive degree.” 

The other judges sitting behind the panel were obviously lower in rank than 
Judge Drem, because the only thing they’d been doing up to this point was 
wordlessly shifting glances between Lady Vera, Judge Drem, and me. 

“Lady Vera,” the old judge said through gritted teeth. “While I am grateful 
for your insight into the matter, I have been a judge for nearly twenty years 
now. Please reciprocate the respect I’ve shown you by showing me the 
respect that I’ve earned in this field.” 

Lady Vera thrummed her fingers on the panel she was sitting behind, 
contemplating for a moment before she nodded. “Fine. Pll respect your 
verdict, Judge Drem.” 

Before I even had the opportunity to be disappointed by this, though, Vera’s 
form flickered out of sight. 

What in the— 

She appeared above me and landed with a soft thud. Despite the fact that I 
had witnessed everything, I was still incredulous that she’d just cleared the 
span of two stories as casually as I would step off a sidewalk. 

“Kid. Like Judge Handlebars said, you’ll still be in Division Three, but what 
do you say about me becoming your personal mentor?” 

I thought for a moment—I even turned to Nico and Cecilia to make sure what 
I was witnessing was real. I didn’t know who this woman was, but the way 
she held herself—and the impressive movement skill she had used to clear 
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the distance, something most elite soldiers wouldn’t even dare try to replicate 
—made me take the risk. 

Ignoring the aghast row of judges as well as the stunned crowd, I took her 
hand. “I accept your offer.” 

ARTHUR LEYWIN 

I woke up on the floor with my hand stretched out in front of me, much the 
way my dream had ended. However, rather than Lady Vera’s seemingly 
fragile hand in my own, I was gripping tightly onto Uto’s horn. 

The horn, which had previously glimmered like a sinister, obsidian jewel, 
now had cracks and splinters strewn across its dull gray exterior. 

It took a moment of idly wondering how I had come to be in this position 
before I suddenly remembered. As if struck by a bolt of lightning, I shot up to 
my feet. I took in my surroundings for the first time since waking up, relieved 
that I was still in my room and that my room was relatively intact. Looking at 
the window, it was still nighttime, which meant I had been unconscious only 
for a few hours. 

Pulling my senses inward, I focused my attention on my mana core—which 
no longer had a glimmering silver sheen, but instead radiated brightly like a 
white sun. 

“T did it,” I muttered incredulously. I maintained concentration on my core 
for a few minutes, mostly just taking in the new, alien feelings that came with 
my breakthrough. The paranoid part of me just wanted to make sure I wasn’t 
imagining things. 

I wasn’t. I was now a white core mage. 

Ecstatic, I sent a pulse of mana throughout my body. The flow of mana was 
seamless and near-instant. I hadn’t gotten the chance to read through the 
notebook Alanis had written for me, but I had a feeling she might have to 
update some of the readings. 

Without stopping, I held out my hand, palm up, and began shaping the mana. 
I started out with something relatively easy, making a small orb of pure 
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mana. This was the equivalent of stretching before a run. 

After that, I proceeded to more complicated exercises. I enlarged the orb of 
mana and shrank it as quickly as possible. Then I split the mana orb into two 
smaller ones. After I had about a dozen small mana orbs floating above my 
hand, I ignited some of them by coalescing fire affinity mana particles in the 
atmosphere while I froze another set of orbs and so on. A few minutes into 
the exercise, I had dozens of different elemental spheres, all orbiting around 
my palm. 

Throughout it all, I wore a wide smile on my face that I only noticed after my 
cheeks began cramping. 

There were hundreds of variations of these manipulation exercises, all meant 
to help mages get better at organic magic—a term that had many names 
which all meant one thing: magic that did not require gestures or chants to 
cast. 

Much of the magic that the beginning classes in Xyrus Academy had taught 
was centered around stagnant magic, which were essentially spells limited in 
variations and uses in order to be reproduced consistently and easily. The 
gestures and chants that so many mages used—and still use today—help in 
guiding their subconscious as they mold their mana into the spell they want. 
The downside was that most of these gestures and chants basically told 
opponents, ‘Hey, I’m going to throw a fireball at you.’ It was fairly easy for 
any decent mage to counter such stagnant magic. 

The organic magic, which I had so naturally grasped from an early age thanks 
to my understanding of mana from having lived a previous life, was much 
harder to cast and control. Every time I launched a blade of wind at my 
opponent with a simple swing of my arm, my brain was basically giving 
detailed instructions about the mana I imbued into the spell in order to get the 
shape, size, speed, trajectory, angle, and all the rest correct. 

Breaking into white core stage wasn’t as awe-inspiring as I had hoped it 
would be, but it was definitely a huge step forward—more so than any of the 
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previous breakthroughs into the next core stages. 

My control and ‘finesse’ over mana had definitely been taken up a notch, 
almost as if the advancement into white core had also affected my cognition. 

I thought back to several instances in the past when the Lances had 
demonstrated some of their prowess in magic. Olfred’s ability to cast eerily 
lifelike golems of magma, and Mica’s superb control over an abstract element 
like gravity, were two examples that supported my suspicion. Putting Alea 
aside, I’d never had the chance to see Aya fight. Bairon was able to mold 
lightning into a giant spear that looked about as detailed as a masterfully 
crafted weapon, and just recently, I’?d come face to face with Varay’s dragon, 
which was made completely of ice. 

Is this why all the Lances are so skilled in manipulating mana? 

Another thought occurred to me as well: flying. Usually, skilled flying meant 
constant attention to your body and mana output, all while having your 
attention on something else, like fighting. 


That was why most mages didn’t fly even if they were able to—what use was 
flying when it took complete focus to sustain it? And the mana expenditure 
wasn’t cheap. 

If manipulating mana became this easy, then I could see how the Lances were 
able to fly while casually talking to me or even casting spells. Eager to know 
what my limits were, I was tempted to immediately head down to the training 
room and test a few theories out—I was especially excited to activate 
Realmheart just to see what I could do. However, just then a sharp pain flared 
in my head, wrenching me out of my thoughts. 

‘Arthur! Something ’s happening...’ 

Sylvie’s voice rang in my head, but sounded muffled and distorted. 

Sylvie? What’s wrong? 

I called out to her several more times but didn’t get a response. Feelings of 
excitement and elation were immediately replaced by worry and fear as I 
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headed down the flight of stairs to the small training room she had isolated 
herself in. 

I turned the cold metal handle of the door, but it was locked. “Sylvie, I’m 
here! Can you hear me?” 

No response. 

I shook harder, hoping it was just jammed. When I realized it wasn’t, I 
punched a hole near the knob, rendering the lock mechanism useless. Pushing 
open the door, I stepped inside only to stop dead in my tracks at the sight in 
front of me. 

Standing in the back of the dimly-lit room was a wide-eyed little girl in a 
simple black robe—with two unmistakable black horns jutting out from the 
side of her head. 

I thought I was seeing things at first. 

I blamed the poor lighting and the shadows it cast, thought they were playing 
tricks on my eyes. But when I stepped closer and the girl looked up and we 
locked eyes, I knew. 

“Sylvie? Is that you?” 

The girl cracked open an uneasy smile, a trace of fear and excitement evident 
in her bright topaz eyes. “Hi, Arthur.” 

We both stood there. Neither one of us knew what to do, what to say, how to 
react. I couldn’t believe it. My eyes told me that I was seeing a girl who 
looked no older than eight or nine, with long choppy hair that was the same 
pale wheat color as her draconic form’s underbelly; looking more closely, her 
messy hair looked like soft feathers rather than actual strands of hair. 

Little of the girl’s small face was covered by her hair, since her bangs barely 
covered half of her forehead. Her round yellow eyes shifted uneasily under 
my scrutinizing gaze. 

Finally she sent a mental transmission. ‘How long are you going to keep 
staring like that?’ 

Caught off guard, I flinched, not at the words themselves but at the emotions 
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that were intertwined in them. 

Unlike before, I could feel the emotions she was feeling while she 
communicated through my mind. I could tell she was uncomfortable and 
embarrassed, but at the same time excited and anxious. It was odd, 
experiencing foreign emotions in my mind; it had never felt like this before. 
At most, Sylvie had been able to send one, extremely strong, emotion to me, 
like she was telling me how she felt, but it had never been this... intimate, for 
lack of a better word. 

“Sorry,” I said aloud. “I’m still digesting everything right now. What exactly 
happened?” 

“After absorbing the retainer’s mana from the horn you gave me, I was 
finally able to break the seal that you and grandpa said my mother placed on 
me to keep me hidden.” The disparity between her childish voice and her 
words threw me off, but I nodded in understanding. 

“So by breaking the seal, you were able to unlock the human form that asuras 
are able to transform into?” 

“Yeah,” she said, looking down at her small hands. “To tell you the truth, I 
haven’t had the chance to really study the changes in my body, so I can’t tell 
you exactly what’s happening at this moment but—” 

Sylvie abruptly lurched and staggered, nearly falling forward before she 
regained balance. 

“Sylvie? You okay?” I asked, concerned. 

Sylvie stood in place for a moment, frozen. I cautiously made my way to her, 
unable to even fathom what was wrong. Slowly, she looked up at me. 

When our eyes locked again this time, however, a chill ran down my spine. 
Her appearance was the same—nothing had changed—but her presence, her 
demeanor, her gaze were completely different. So much so that I had 
involuntarily stepped back from her. 

‘Sylvie’ straightened herself, swaying her neck side to side as if she was 
stretching it. 
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“Ah, ah,” she said, clearing her throat. ““You can hear me, yes?” 

I raised a brow, not knowing how to answer. 

“T’ll take that gesture as a yes,” she said dismissively. 

“Who are you?” I asked, my eyes narrowing. 

‘Sylvie’ smirked, an expression that looked unnatural on her face. “I’m 
grateful you happened to be in the same room when the connection was 
finally established. It makes things so much easier.” 

“Who. Are. You?” I repeated. 

Her smirk widened to a grin. “Agrona.” 
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194 





MAN BEHIND THE VEIL 


I COULD FEEL the blood drain from my face, but I held my ground. Despite 
the casual disclosure, I could tell that Syl—Agrona was carefully observing 
my reaction. The same two gleaming yellow eyes that had looked so innocent 
and confused just moments ago were now bright ruby and carried an 
unwavering confidence and authority—he could’ve just as easily said he was 
some sort of sentient shapeshifter from a different planet and I would’ve been 
compelled to believe him. 

Giving no indication that his words had any effect on me, I made a simple 
gesture with my hand, casting multiple spells simultaneously. The door 
slammed shut and a thick stone slab sprouted up to barricade the entrance; a 
swirling layer of wind surrounded the two of us, muting any sound that might 
leak from the room. 

“Is Sylvie safe while you’re in control of her body?” I asked. 

“Sylvie... a good name.” Agrona breathed as if savoring the sound. “Yes, 
what I’m using to speak with you like this is a harmless spell that I embedded 
into her while she was still an egg. Sylvie’s simply sleeping.” 

Two stone chairs popped up from the ground and I took a seat, gesturing at 
Agrona to do the same. 

Agrona sat down, leaning back in the seat contentedly. “Thanks for the 
hospitality, and for keeping your wits together. Communicating is so much 
easier when you’re not trying to kill me.” 
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“You’re possessing my bond, so hurting you in this form wouldn’t be very 
effective,” I replied calmly. 

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t have been able to put up much of a fight regardless, 
since I can’t use any mana arts like this, but I digress. Shall we talk about 
something a bit more important than the various flaws of this method of 
communication?” 

Seconds ticked by in silence, with only the faint whistle of the field of wind 
surrounding us while the two of us stared at each other. 

My brain whirled with activity, trying to make sense of the sudden change of 
events while devising a clever way to take full advantage of it. Afterall, it 
wasn’t every day you could calmly have a one-on-one meeting with the 
enemy’s leader in the middle of a war. But whether it was because I was still 
having a hard time believing all of it or because my worry over Sylvie was 
constantly nagging at me even with my calm facade, my mind couldn’t keep 
a coherent train of thought. So I asked the one question that had bugged me 
ever since he had first taken control of Sylvie. 

“You said you were grateful that I happened to be in the same room when 
you made the connection. Why did you only seek me out?” 

“Fair question. First reason, and the more obvious one, is that I’m sure most 
of the members of your leadership wouldn’t take too kindly to me intruding 
on their home turf in the form of a little girl. Assuming that they even 
believed me, it would scare the living shit out of them that I could intrude on 
the most ‘secure’ location on the continent,” he answered. “Although... it 
would be amusing to see their reaction.” 

“And the second reason?” 

“Because’”—he leaned forward and grinned—“you’re the only one on this 
continent that I’m interested in.” 

I hadn’t expected that answer. What did the leader of a rogue asura clan that 
was hundreds, if not thousands, of years old find interesting about me? 
Whatever it was, it couldn’t be a good thing. 
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My expression must’ve betrayed me because the asura abruptly let out a 
laugh. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to just suddenly pin you to the ground 
and have my way with you. Even assuming my tastes suddenly skewed that 
way, it’d still be a little inappropriate in this form, no?” 

I rolled my eyes at this supposed mastermind behind the intercontinental war, 
unable to make heads or tails of his character. 

“You’re a lot more eccentric than I imagined... almost sociable,” I 
commented. 

Agrona raised a brow, amused. “Did you perhaps see me as some poised 
dictator in a silken cape, hell-bent on making the world all mine?” 
“Something like that.” 

He put on a grave expression as he leaned forward. “Well...” 

Agrona flashed a smile. “You’re partly right!” 

He leaned back again, as if unable to find a comfortable position to sit still in. 
“Don’t let this pleasant demeanor fool you. I have my goals and ambitions 
and a face I show my people in public. But as for my personality, after 
spending generations upon generations amongst you lessers, who seem to 
change your ethics and social mores on a whim, it’s a pain to keep up with 
appearing dignified and cultured. For instance, even in my continent just a 
couple hundred years ago, it used to be normal to have public torture and 
executions—hell, they even brought snacks and watched it as free 
entertainment. Now? It’s somehow become shockingly horrifying to them.” 
He waved a hand dismissively. “I have my people to handle and run the 
lessers based on their ever-changing sense of right and wrong.” 

Wow, he talks a lot. Still, there was a lot of knowledge contained in his little 
rant. From what I’d seen facing the Alacryan soldiers—and, truthfully, my 
own prejudice based on the crazy Vritra like Uto and the witch—I had 
imagined that the enemy continent would be some horrid wasteland full of 
lessers enslaved to do the Vritra’s bidding. 

But from what Agrona had just said, Alacrya seemed to be like any normal 
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developing land, with leaders that actually cared for their citizens. 

“That look you have right now.” He pointed a finger at me. “That annoying 
look of pleasant surprise... you were thinking it’s weird that I actually give a 
shit about the lessers in Alacrya, huh?” 

“Well, from what the asuras told me, you’ve been conducting experiments on 
the lessers and breeding with them even before you were kicked out of 
Epheotus,” I remarked. 

I expected him to get mad—at least annoyed—but instead his expression 
turned somber. “The best lie is only telling half the truth, I suppose. Kezess 
and that lackey of his, Windsom, never told you the reason why I did all this, 
did they?” 

So Lord Indrath’s first name is Kezess, I noted internally before replying. “It 
was to build an army capable of bringing down the other asuras, no?” 

“That’s all they told you?” Agrona rolled his eyes, tapping his fingers 
impatiently on the chair’s armrest. “Arthur, do you think I one day just woke 
up wanting to commit genocide against my brethren?” 

“Any reason you have isn’t justification for what you’re trying to do,” I 
stated firmly. 

He scoffed. “I should have more or less expected you to have the same 
mindset as Kezess and the rest of his underlings.” 

Annoyed, I asked, “What do you mean?” 

“Let’s suppose you lived in this continent without being able to use magic; 
how differently would everyone you know have treated you today? The royal 
families you know? They wouldn’t bat an eye in your direction. Your peers 
from Xyrus? You would never have met them—probably would’ve just 
befriended thugs and farmers from your own social class. Your family? Well, 
they might be the only ones that love you, but that doesn’t mean they 
wouldn’t be inwardly disappointed by your lack of talent.” 

I raised a brow. “And... this hypothetical person is supposed to relate to 
you?” 
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“Basilisks in general were notorious amongst other races, but imagine if your 
very clansmen and family looked down on you for the miniscule talent that 
you had no control over. The same Lord Indrath who approved of you in that 
brusque and lofty way of his didn’t even find it worthwhile to breathe in my 
direction,” Agrona spat, his fingers clawing away at the armrest. 

“So you found it justifiable to inhumanely toy with the lives of countless 
‘lessers’ in order for you to get stronger?” I shot back. 

He tilted his head. “Do you shed tears for the ants you step on?” 

Rage smoldered in my stomach, but by his tone and expression, it didn’t 
seem like he was looking down on me. He truly felt that lessers were like 
bugs. 

“Tt was naive to think we could have a rational conversation,” I said. 

Agrona spread his arms, looking at me with a proud smile. “What I achieved 
through those experiments has benefited not only myself, but the lessers in 
Alacrya—to such a degree that they worship me. Not out of fear, but out of 
reverence. To them, I am their savior.” 

“Savior?” I scoffed again. “Did you somehow wipe their memories of killing 
and torturing your people’s ancestors or something?” 

“Killing and torturing... I could taste the bitterness in your words from here, 
Arthur,” he said, feigning a hurt expression. “Why, I’ve merely utilized the 
many lessers who were available to me in order to strengthen my own kind’s 
inherent abilities. I’m sure those test subjects are grateful that I made use of 
them. After all, I’ve accomplished something unimaginable. It is their heirs, 
the future generations of their families, that now live to reap the reward for 
their sacrifice. 

I wanted to slap the snide look off his face, but this egotistical maniac truly 
believed that what he was doing was right. 

“What have you managed to accomplish for their future generations that is so 
great it supersedes decades of you conducting experiments on the inhabitants 
of Alacrya?” I asked, playing along. 
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“T’ll answer that question with another question,” he gestured. “I know the 
rough statistic of mages to nonmages in Dicathen is one to one hundred. 
What do you suppose the statistic is in Alacrya?” 

I remained silent. 

Agrona smirked. “It’s one in five.” 

“One... one in five?” I sputtered. 

“Unimaginable by your standards as well, right?” He gave me a wink. 

“T’ll admit that what you manage to do is impressive, but aren’t you afraid 
that with so many of the population being mages, those who still hold a 
grudge against you will band together and revolt?” 

Agrona looked at me for a second in silence before he burst out laughing. 
“Oh... you weren’t joking,” he said in between laughs after seeing my 
expression. “Like I said earlier, my people, whether they have some of my 
genes or they’re still full blooded lessers, revere me. Because of the 
structured process of awakening I have devised for them, many of them can 
utilize magic to improve their mundane lives.” 

“You’re telling me that you spent the time and effort to devise this method 
for what... the actual benefit of Alacryans?” I asked, skeptical. “I’ve heard 
from the asuras, but since they’re apparently so skewed in their views, I want 
to hear it from your mouth. What is your goal in all of this?” 

“Ooh, is this the part where the villain falls into a monologue and reveals his 
nefarious plans to the righteous hero?” he replied excitedly, steepling his 
fingers. 

I shook my head. “You’re insane.” 

“Insanity is relative,” he said, unwavering. “And as for your question, I have 
no intention of telling you anything.” 

“You said you were interested in me earlier. I assumed it was because you 
wanted my help, but withholding your goal in all this hardly makes me want 
to jump over to your side,” I pushed, hoping to get an answer out of him. 
Agrona leaned back. “I never expected you to come to my side as a result of 
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this little conversation. I told you all this because it is my hope that you will 
remove yourself from the war.” 

“What? Why would I—” 

Agrona held up a hand. “Before you say no, consider this. Thus far, ’ve been 
progressing very conservatively in this war—refraining from unnecessary 
civilian deaths, since I have use for them—but that does not mean it will 
continue this way. 

“You've barely managed to cling to your life up until now, but this is just the 
start. Statistically speaking, how likely is it that your side can win this war— 
and that your family and other loved ones will be alive after everything?” He 
paused before speaking again. “You can hide, seek refuge in Alacrya— 
anything really, just as long you don’t become an opponent to my army. 
Guarantee that, and I will guarantee that you and your loved ones will be left 
untouched.” 

It would be a lie to say a small part of me wasn’t tempted. ““What do you gain 
from me doing this? Telling me to keep hidden or go to Alacrya obviously 
means you want me alive. Why? If I’m not on your side, aren’t I a threat?” 
“Despite how I may be perceived and what I’ve done to get to where I am 
today, I don’t believe that allies can be made through force. If I want you on 
my side, I won’t attempt that by threats.” 

We both stayed silent for a bit. He was waiting for me to respond, and I 
didn’t know how to respond. I wanted to refuse—I should definitely refuse— 
but for some reason, his words carried a weight that made me truly think. 

“It actually seems like you’re thinking about it,” he said. “As a small thank 
you for that, Pll divulge a few things that you may or may not have been 
curious about.” Agrona smoothed out the wrinkles of the black dress Sylvie’s 
body was wearing. “First. Your parents were attacked not too long ago while 
transporting supplies to your forces at the Wall, correct?” 


I bolted up from my seat, mana coalescing around my entire body. 
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Still seated, Agrona raised his hands in a placating gesture. His eyes, 
however, were fierce. “You may not believe me when I say this, but your 
parents were left untouched because I willed it.” 

“Lastly. The asuras have been out of touch with your leaders, right?” He 
didn’t wait for me to respond. The asura possessing my bond rose to his feet, 
maintaining his poise. “That’s because a few asuras, including Aldir and 
Windsom, tried infiltrating my castle in Alacrya, hoping that they’d succeed 
in killing me while my forces are divided.” 

“Tried? That means that they failed,” I replied, my heart beating faster. 
“Doesn’t that mean the treaty is broken?” 

Agrona shook his head. “No. Neither my side nor the asuras in Epheotus wish 
for it, but they had to pay for violating the treaty. So we made another deal.” 

I was afraid to ask, but I did anyway. “What is the deal that you made?” 

“The asuras in Epheotus can no longer aid you in any way throughout this 
war,” he answered, stepping a bit closer. “Windsom, Aldir, and the rest of the 
asuras that you’ve met have abandoned you and Dicathen.” 

It would be tempting to say that I remained unfazed and took the news in 
stride, but that would be a lie. In my head, I was using every curse I knew to 
express the frustration and panic that was bubbling up inside me. 

Finally, after I regained enough composure to form words again, I spoke. 
“Why are you telling me all this?” 

“To appeal to you, of course. I’m trying to ultimately get you on my side 
willingly, remember?” Agrona winked. “Frankly, I don’t see where your 
loyalty to those asuras comes from. Kezess and the other asuras that helped 
train you did so only for their own gains; you simply went along with it 
because you needed to get stronger to keep your loved ones safe. Seems more 
like a business arrangement to me.” 

I shook my head. “Even so. You’ve said that you’ve been conservative 
during this war, but while you come off as well-mannered so far, your 
retainers have massacred soldiers with glee.” 
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“Exactly as you said. Soldiers,” Agrona pointed out, snapping his fingers. 
“And really... I think it’s hardly fair to bring that up when your side has 
treated my men with just about the same amount of hospitality. ’'d say 
freezing my poor Jagrette and displaying her corpse like some sort of trophy 
in front of your nobles is hardly any better than what she or any of my other 
soldiers have done.” 

I was at a loss for words. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Agrona had 
such detailed information, but hearing him speak of events that had happened 
in the castle, like he had been there to witness it, was difficult to digest. 
Clearly he was much better informed about our actions that we were about 
his. 

Silence enveloped the room, bringing my attention to the sound of the wind 
whistling around us. 

“What we’ve discussed today isn’t something you can organize in a span of a 
few minutes. Pll give you some time to think about everything,” he finally 
said, breaking the silence. “Besides, Sylvie seems to be stirring from her 
sleep. After you’ve thought about it, recite this spell to Sylvie so you can give 
me your answer.” 

He sent a string of foreign words through mental transmission, allowing me 
time to remember it. Then he continued, “I advise you to make a choice soon, 
though. As I said earlier, we’re progressing to the next stage of this war, and I 
assure you it won’t be to your side’s benefit. Offering you this deal does not 
grant you immunity from harm should you refuse or withhold your answer.” 
“Wait,” I called out. “What you told me earlier... that I was the only one on 
this continent you’re interested in. You never told me why that 1s.” 

“IT suppose it does no harm in telling you.” Agrona tapped his chin with a 
finger, thinking for a moment. “Let’s say I’ve enjoyed talking with an old 
friend of yours, King Grey.” 


Page 500 Goldenagato | mp4directs.com 


